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This study investigates Korean and American students’ online discussion for 

intercultural learning in a class-to-class telecollaborative project from an ecological 

research perspective. The study addresses two questions. First, what constitutes the 

multiple systems in which students’ online discussion is nested and how do these systems 

interlock to shape online discourse? Second, how do students interact with this given 

learning environment to generate affordances for intercultural learning.  

The study involves a 12 week-long online discussion program between an 

undergraduate Korean language class in the US and a graduate TESOL methodology 

class in Korea.  Data sources include the transcripts of naturally-occurring online 

interaction, interviews with students and teacher on the Korean side of the 

telecolalbortaion, and students’ course assignments such as reflective journals and papers. 

Multiple qualitative analytic methods were employed including constant comparison, 

discourse analysis and case studies analysis. 

 The analysis revealed an ecological telecollaboration model as being multiple 

nested systems in which students’ online discourse (microsystem) was embedded in an 

institutional setting (mesosystem) and cultural values (macrosystem). The study revealed 

divergent participatory patterns between the American and Korean groups. Further, it 
 vi 



showed how such differences were related to the defining components of each system. 

These included ideologies about ethnic, social, cultural identities; societal discourse about 

a specific topic; cross-cultural concepts of discussion; the way the telecollaboration 

project was incorporated into the course; and teacher instruction.   

Case study analysis of two American students and one Korean student indicates 

that these individual students approached the intercultural online discussion with a 

different “self” (Layder, 1993), understanding of the nature of culture and intercultural 

communication, positioning of self and others, and sense of agency. These influenced 

both their management of expectations and orientation toward the situated activity, and 

also shaped their participation.  
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Chapter 1 Introduction 

BACKGROUND 

Perhaps the most commonly-used term to describe contemporary society is 

globalization (Block & Cameron, 2002). In our current climate of internationalization, an 

increasingly cross-national entanglement at the economic, political, cultural and linguistic 

level has blurred national borders and required intensification of “worldwide social 

relations” (Block & Cameron, 2002; Giddens, 1990, p. 64; Risager, 1998). Mass 

mobilization and intense interaction among various communities have also transformed 

almost all societies into multicultural and multilingual entities. This makes plural or 

hybrid identities possible, and challenges the assumption that people are identified with a 

single, imagined community (Block & Cameron, 2002; Byram, 1997; Kramsch, 1998a). 

Therefore, traditional ideologies in which language functions as the primary symbol of 

ethnic or national identity have been dismantled. 

These changes have significant implications for foreign language education (FLE) 

today. Traditional notions of communication that have focused on efficacy of information 

exchange have been replaced by new concepts of communication for solidarity and 

relationship building (Byram et al., 2002). With the relationship building at the center of 

communication, language proficiency alone is inadequate unless it is accompanied with 

knowledge of the ways culture and language interlock and an understanding of how 

interaction across cultures operates. (Aguilar, 2007; Alptekin, 2002; Byram, 1989; Byram 

& Fleming, 1998; House, 2007; Jæger, 2001; Kramsch, 1998a; Soler & Jorda, 2007). A 

new literacy required of FL learners in an age of global communication is that of being 

able to communicate interculturally; linguistic knowledge is balanced with the 
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intercultural competence necessary for building rapport (Byram, 1997; Byram et al., 

2002).  

Accordingly, becoming an intercultural speaker has been suggested as a goal of 

FLE. An intercultural speaker is defined as “someone who has knowledge of one or 

preferably more cultures and social identities, and has a capacity to discover and relate to 

new people from other contexts for which they have not been prepared directly" (Byram 

& Fleming, 1998, p. 9). In the same manner, the new paradigm of Intercultural 

Communicative Competence (ICC) proposed by Byram (1997), provides a valid and 

broader language educational goal. The ICC model aims to increase foreign language 

students’ awareness of their own culture and that of others. This awareness may help 

establish and maintain social relationships with those of different cultural and linguistic 

backgrounds, by balanced linguistic and intercultural competence.  

Language educators have attempted to integrate cultural components in FL 

curriculum for a long time, but they reported that it is easier said than done, not only 

because culture is notoriously hard to define (Spencer-Oatey & Franklin, 2009), but also 

because many practical challenges exist. These challenges include teachers’ concern 

about their overcrowded curriculum (Aguilar, 2007; Omaggio-Hadley, 2001), their lack 

of cultural knowledge (Byram & Kramsch, 2008), their perception of language and 

culture as separate domains, their belief in “teaching language first, and introducing 

culture later” (Omaggio-Hadley, 2001, p. 357), and their implementation of an outdated 

approach, even if they incorporate culture into language instruction (Aguilar, 2007; Sercu 

et al., 2005). As a result, teaching culture as language still remains a challenge. 

In this situation, the advent of global communication tools and the evolving 

culture of the internet have come to the forefront of teaching practices. These 
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technologies have made intercultural contact among learners available as never before, 

and have changed the experience of language learning (O’Dowd, 2005; Kern & 

Warschauer, 2000). Opportunities for authentic, intercultural communication with foreign 

peers have made online intercultural exchange increasingly appealing to FL teachers and 

learners (Lomicka, 2006). Indeed, Kramsch and Thorne (2002) conceptualize online, 

distance exchange as an ideal environment for enhancing intercultural understanding, 

because it provides “convenient, authentic, direct, and speedy access to native speakers 

and their cultures” (p. 100). 

For the last decade, many FL telecollaborative studies have collectively 

demonstrated that online intercultural exchange can provide a variety of learning 

outcomes, such as curiosity about the other culture, increased understanding of the self 

and the other, furthering of cultural knowledge and meaning, the enhancement of cultural 

awareness, and critical thinking skills (Chun & Wade, 2004; Furstenberg, Levet, English, 

& Maillet, 2001; Itakura, 2004; Liaw & Johnson, 2001; Lomicka, 2006; O’Dowd, 2003). 

However, contrasting evidence was also reported: students’ stereotypes and negative 

attitudes were created and reinforced. Also, students did not always engage in the deeper 

level of online interaction that is the hoped-for prerequisite to intercultural learning 

(Ware, 2005). Even if students sustained their engagement in prolonged interaction, they 

often experienced intercultural misunderstanding that ranged from mild frustration to 

conflicts (Belz, 2001, 2003, 2005; O’Dowd, 2003, 2005, O’Dowd & Ritter, 2006; 

Schneider & von der Emde, 2005; Thorne, 2003; Ware, 2005; Ware & Kramsch, 2005). 

Therefore, there has been increasing agreement in the literature that it is a mistake to 

assume that “getting people together online” will automatically lead to intercultural 

understanding.  
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Given these mixed results, a growing body of research has investigated how 

various factors related to social, institutional, individual, and linguistic levels contribute 

to students’ learning experiences in telecollaboration. On the social and institutional 

levels, studies have found that limited student interactional involvement was related to 

differences in societal valuation of foreign language studies in each culture; technological 

access; and also institutional differences in course accreditation and assessment (Belz, 

2002; Ware, 2005). Thorne (2003) also illustrated that the medium of the internet is not 

neutral; rather, it imposes culturally and contextually-specific communicative genres and 

norms that are based on students’ prior experience of online communication. Linguistic 

factors that led to miscommunication have been also examined; Belz (2003, 2005) found 

that culturally-specific discourse style, negative appraisal indexing of speaker attitude, 

and syntactic choices in students’ question types were all related to student’s 

miscommunication in telecollaboration. These findings point out that students’ 

intercultural communication in telecollaboration occurs at the nexus of various 

surrounding contexts. 

The holistic metaphor of ecology has been chosen to address the growing 

importance of including sociocultural contexts in understanding intercultural 

telecommunication (Kramsch, 2002a). In particular, the rise of the internet has made the 

ecological framework more relevant for analyzing online discourse, because the “internet 

is best understood as a network of networks, or a system of interlocking systems, that is, 

an ecology” (Blyth, 2008, p. 63). The goal of ecological research is to discover how the 

constituent parts of educational ecosystems (students, teachers, classrooms, school, 

district, community, computer network, etc.) form a whole (Blyth, 2008). Therefore, an 

ecological approach to investigating online discourse in telecollaboration, as contextual, 
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socially-oriented research, will deepen our understanding of how macro-and micro-level 

features of telecollaboration shape students’ intercultural communication activities.  

PROBLEM STATEMENT 

The present study will investigate a Korean-American telecollaboration for 

purposes of intercultural learning. Despite the growing body of literature on 

telecollaborative FL studies, most published research to date has focused on commonly 

taught European languages in American and European educational contexts. Findings 

from these studies cannot be generalized and transferred to Korean-American 

telecollaboration both because of larger cultural differences between the two groups, and 

the unique Korean language-class makeup, in which heritage speakers dominate. 

Examination of online interaction between Korean and American learners, within its 

unique linguistic, institutional, and social contexts, will add to the existing discussion 

regarding language learners’ experiences in telecollaboration.  

In addition to this broad motivation for the study, the need for critical reflection 

on Byram’s (1997) model of ICC also underlies it. His model has certainly contributed to 

reconceptualizing the goals and challenges of FLE, by shedding light on intercultural 

aspects of communication skills. However, as this model was conceived in European 

contexts through conceptual thinking, its identical application to all learning contexts 

should be cautioned against. Thus, data-driven explanations as to what constitutes 

intercultural competence are necessary, if what Byram defined as Intercultural 

Competence(IC) replicates in other intercultural learning contexts. These include online 

environments and populations other than European. 

 Last, many telecollaborative studies have looked somewhat separately at the 

social, institutional, linguistic, and individual dimensions of students’ cross-cultural, 
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online communication. As such, the literature fails to demonstrate how macro-and micro-

level features of telecollaboration shape intercultural communication activities; they fail 

to explain how local linguistic phenomena are connected with larger systems, in which 

students’ activity is situated. This ecological study will addresses the macro-micro split in 

the existing literature and will show how the notion of educational ecology as nested 

ecosystems provides a lens to look at students’ online interaction in a complex systemic 

way.  

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

Guided by these ecological research frameworks (van Lier, 2000, 2004), I 

investigated  Korean and American students’ online interaction for intercultural learning 

in a class-to-class telecollaborative project bearing the following two research questions 

in mind;  

(1) How is the online interaction between American and Korean students 

embedded in larger systems? How do these systems interlock to shape their online 

discourse? 

(2) How do students approach the situated activity and grasp the opportunities for 

intercultural learning as they interact within this learning environment?    
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Chapter 2 Literature Review 

In this literature review, I explore (1) how culture has been conceptualized in FLE 

and the traditional approach to teaching culture (2), how interculturality has gained 

importance in foreign language education by introducing Intercultural Speaker model and 

Byram’s framework of Intercultural Communicative Competence (1997) (3), how the 

availability of the Internet-mediated communication affects intercultural learning and (4), 

ecological approaches in which the study is situated.  

APPROACHES TO TEACHING CULTURE 

Numerous foreign language educators and researchers have consistently 

emphasized the importance of integrating culture into foreign language curriculum 

(Abrams, 2002, 2006; Byram & Kramsch, 2008; Kramsch, 1993; Lado, 1997; Lafayette, 

1978; Omaggio-Hadley, 2001; Seelye, 1984; Schulz, 2007) and as the core of language 

instruction (Kramsch, 1993). Despite an enormous body of literature devoted to teaching 

culture in foreign language classroom, it has nonetheless been a challenge to define 

culture, develop its instructional objectives, and assess it in the context of FL curriculum 

(Schulz, 2007).  

Conceptions of culture in the field of FLE have evolved over time, as diverse 

scholars have offered various definitions (Brooks, 1968; Byram, 1988, 1997; Kramsch, 

1998a, 1998b; 2000; Lafayette, 1978). Brooks (1968), calling for an more 

anthropological approach to culture, urged the field of FLE to move beyond literature to 

include habits and patterns of daily living in the elements of culture. Brooks later made a 

distinction between culture and civilization and tried to move away from “Olympian 

culture” toward a “culture of BBV” (beliefs, behaviors and values) (Hadley, 2001, p. 

349). With the advent of the notion of communicative competence (Hymes, 1972), FL 
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teachers started to include aspects of what Lafayette (1978) terms as little “c” culture in 

the curriculum, in addition to elements of big “C” culture; Little “c” represents aspects of 

lifestyle or patterns of daily living, whereas big “C” represents a civilization's 

achievements in art, or as history, geography or politics (Dubreil, 2006; Paige, Jorstad,  

Siaya, Klein, & Colby, 2000).   

While culture was once thought of merely as information conveyed by the 

language, more recently its inextricable relationship with language as a feature of the 

language itself has been highlighted (Kramsch, 1993). Byram (1988) illustrates that if 

language is envisioned as a social practice, it always carries the meanings and values of a 

community, a social group, or a culture and, as such, language always refers to something 

beyond itself: the cultural context. Kramsch defined culture as “a membership in a 

discourse community that shares a common social space and history, and common 

imaginings" (1998a, p. 10). In a more fluid and discursive definition, culture is viewed as 

discourse (Kramsch, 1998b). Discourse is organized around signs or concepts that are not 

isolated from each other but very much in relation with and refer to each other (Dubreil, 

2006). Therefore, culture envisioned as discourse is a social semiotic practice (Kramsch, 

2002b). Michael Agar’s (1994) term, languaculture, powerfully suggests the inextricable 

relationship between language and culture; also, as Kramsch (1993, 2000) rightly argues, 

culture is “the very core of language teaching,” and “cultural awareness must then be 

viewed both as enabling language proficiency and as being the outcome of reflection on 

language proficiency” (Kramsch, 1993, p. 8).  

More recent views of culture engage with the idea of individual identity. Moving 

away from the idea of monolithic national culture, Liddicoat (2003, as cited in Levine, 

2011), argued that culture should be seen as a dynamic set of practices which involve 
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individual identity rather than a collective shared knowledge set. According to him, 

“culture is a framework in which the individual achieves his/her identity using a cultural 

group’s understandings of choices made by members, as a resource for the presentation 

of the self” (p. 9). He argued that culture varies with time, place, and social categories, 

i.e. race, gender, age, religion, ethnicity, sexuality. Therefore, people have multiple 

memberships as they participate in different groups, and each of these affects how one 

chooses to present the self within a cultural context (Liddicoat, 2003). Eschewing the 

view of culture as a fixed category of place and identity, a more post-structuralist 

approach defines culture as “an individual’s subject position that changes according to 

the situation and to the way he/she chooses to belong rather than to the place she 

belongs” (Kramsch, 2009, p. 245). Therefore, as Skelton and Allen (1999) state, culture 

is both a manifestation of a group or community, and also of an individual’s experience 

within it, or apart from it.  

As conceptions of culture have evolved, so have approaches to teaching culture in 

the FL context. First, the foreign-cultural approach, which was dominant until the 1980s, 

conceptualizes culture as single, nationally-oriented monoculture that is normally 

associated with a specific country (Risager, 1998). This approach encouraged students to 

assimilate to the target culture with enhanced, positive stereotypes. These may lead to the 

danger of what Risager (1998, p. 244) termed “secondary ethnocentrism,” or a transfer of 

ethnocentrism to the target culture. A common instruction from this perspective is to give 

a "Dos and Don’t" list that is exclusively derived from cultural knowledge and facts. This 

is given on the assumption that there is a recipe that can be applied to communication 

with anyone from the given culture (Fries, 2009). This monocultural and factual-

transmission approach has lost ground among scholars, defining culture as it does in a 
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limited way. As such, it blinds students to subcultural variations, and most importantly, 

neglects learners’ own culture and identities in their understanding of other cultures 

(Risager, 1998).  

Moving away from the foreign-cultural approach, FLE scholars then embraced a 

cross-cultural paradigm in which the interaction between cultures is not focused upon; 

rather the two groups or two cultures are conceived as “separable and separate entity” 

(Scollon & Scollon, 1991, p. 539). Their study of cross-cultural communication 

investigates how certain concepts or ideas differ across several cultures, contrasting what 

“they” do with what “we” do, across a range of criteria. For example, the studies in this 

approach show how Chinese meanings of the word smile differ from those of Americans, 

or how boundaries of a Korean family are different from those of an American family, or 

how Japanese compliments have different meaning from those of Americans, just to 

name a few. Therefore, this compare/contrast approach was faulted because it (1) 

oversimplified the richness of a culture by reducing it to a few salient principles (2), 

instilled inflexible stereotypes, and (3), overly-sensitized language learners to cross-

cultural differences (Guest, 2002, as cited in Liaw, 2006). Importantly, this approach 

neglects local particularity, individual variation within each culture, and cultural 

boundaries that are increasingly intermingled and blurred due to the interaction between 

people from different cultures (Guest, 2002; Ortuño, 1991). 

  The above-mentioned approaches, once practiced predominantly in traditional 

foreign language classrooms, are no longer appropriate, because they rest both on 

overwhelmingly monolingual paradigms (Kecskes, 2004, as cited in Belz & Thorne, 

2005) and also static conceptualization of a culture as a solidified object (Davies, 2003). 

Furthermore, the current realities of multilingualism/multiculturalism and globalization 

10 
 



have directed special attention in FLE to the dynamic nature of meaning and culture 

(Kecskes, 2004), in which understanding is constructed through interaction among people 

from different national, ethnic and racial backgrounds. Given these changes, a learner is 

not a detached observer of a target culture anymore; rather, their active participation and 

direct engagement in cultural learning have become ever more important. As Liddicoat 

(2003) argues, learners should be given a role and a place in co-constructing the target 

culture, as part of the learning process.  

This perspective gave rise to a new paradigm of a so-called “intercultural” 

approach to FLE; it profoundly altered some traditionally-held concepts, such as the 

native-speaker model and communicative competence as a goal of instruction. This new 

approach was not limited to integrating cultural components into language instruction; 

rather, it suggested a broader goal for FLE (Belz & Thorne, 2005). In the following 

section, I will discuss the concepts of “intercultural speaker (IS)” (Kramsch, 1998a) and 

“intercultural communicative competence" (ICC) (Byram, 1997) that replaced both the 

native-speaker model and communicative competence (Canale & Swain, 1980).  

FROM NATIVE SPEAKER TO INTERCULTURAL SPEAKER 

For the last several decades, FLE’s main concern was fostering communicative 

competence, which was divided into grammatical, sociolinguistic, discourse, and 

strategic competences in learners (Canale & Swain, 1980; Spencer-Oatey et al., 2009). 

More recently, there has been increasing understanding that communication is bound to 

contexts which are, by nature, culture-laden. Therefore, successful communication is not 

judged by efficiency of information exchange, but by establishing and maintaining 

relationships (Block, 2002; Byram, 1997; Byram et al., 2002; Cameron, 2002). As skills 

for intercultural communication have been recognized as crucial for FL learners, 
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Communicative Competence (CC) has been criticized recently for its weak links to the 

cultural sphere (Spencer-Oatey et al., 2009). Also, scholars criticize that the native-

speaker ideal was engraved in the construct of CC (Alptekin, 2002; Kramsch, 1998a). 

Native speakers have been put forward as a model in the language classroom; learners are 

encouraged to acquire a native speaker’s linguistic system and become familiar with the 

native speaker’s culture. Alptekin (2002) says that one implicit tenet of communicative 

language teaching is that language presented in the classroom should be as authentic as 

possible, to represent the reality of NS language use. Even in the area of sociocultural 

competence, the construct of CC defines native speakers as the sociocultural model for 

judging “appropriateness.” In this view, the concept of intercultural speaker urges foreign 

language education to move away from the native language speaker ideal.   

Consequently, many scholars have argued that the native speaker model is an 

outdated one, and have challenged the idealized NS, NS-NNS dichotomy (Cook, 1999, 

2005; Davies, 1991, 2003; Kramsch, 1998a; Llurda, 2005; Medgyes, 1994). First, the 

native-speaker model misrepresents current, communicative reality. Intercultural 

communication does not always involve native speakers, such as in the example of 

specific language used as lingua franca among speakers of different languages and 

nationalities (Byram 1997). Second, the model leaves learners’ own culture and language 

in a peripheral position, or even completely ignored, in the process of FL learning 

(Alptekin, 2002; Byram 1997), because learners are forced to abandon their language to 

blend into another linguistic environment. Third, as Guest (2002) critically notes, even if 

the goal of teaching culture is to gain native-speaker-group membership, and it was 

achievable for learners, the unresolved question is still what degree of learner 

acculturation is desirable. This is because, as shown in Hinkel’s (1996) study, even 
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though students recognize the pragmalinguistic norms of a target culture, it cannot be 

assumed that they will always willingly follow them. In her criticism of idealized 

monolingual native speakers/hearers, Kramsch (1998a) noted that new linguistic and 

cultural competences are required in our multilingual and multicultural societies, which 

she described as “grey zones” (p. 30). She argued: 

The characteristics of a ‘competent language user’ are not the ability to speak and 
write according to the rules of the academy and the social etiquette of one social 
group, but the adaptability to select those forms of accuracy and those forms of 
appropriateness that are called for in a given social context of use (Kramsch 
1998a, p. 27). 

The implication is that a culture learner needs to move to a position in which they use 

their developing intercultural competence and make informed decisions in language 

choices in communication according to the goals and situation of the given context. In 

this stream of thought, becoming an intercultural speaker has been proposed as a 

pedagogical goal in place of the native speaker as a reference point for the FL learner. 

This serves to better adapt to the multilingual and multicultural characteristics of 

internationalized communities. 

Definitions of an intercultural speaker are very broad across different disciplines. 

Byram and Fleming (1998) defined an intercultural speaker as “someone who has 

knowledge of one or preferably more cultures and social identities, and has a capacity to 

discover and relate to new people from other contexts, for which they have not been 

prepared directly” (p. 9). A few key ideas characterizing the intercultural speaker as 

expressed in their definition include (1) identification of multiple social identities (2), 

mediators between culture(s), and (3), transferability of systemic skills of discovery to 

various contexts.  
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First, Byram and Fleming (1998) highlight the ability of an intercultural speaker 

to recognize the complexity and multiple identities of a human that are constantly 

changing and often invisible. This aspect of an intercultural speaker requires one to avoid 

the cultural reductionism which often accompanies stereotypes resulting from perceiving 

someone through a single identity (often his national identity) (Byram et al., 2002). 

Cultural reductionism essentializes the individual from a complex human being to 

someone who is seen as representative of a country or culture (Spencer-Oatey et al., 

2009). Therefore, becoming an intercultural speaker requires understanding the 

multiplicity of the cultural identities that exist in all humans, thereby rejecting the fallacy 

of one individual=one national identity, and one nation=one culture (O’Dowd, 2003). 

Second, the central qualification of an intercultural speaker is to establish a 

relationship between their own and other cultures, and to mediate (them) and explain 

differences, as well as to see the common humanity underlying it (Byram & Zarate, 

1994). In this process of mediating between cultures, intercultural speakers encounter 

otherness, which challenges and denaturalizes their own cultures. An intercultural 

speaker engages in the process of decentering, “making the strange familiar and the 

familiar strange” (Byram et al, 2002, p. 19), which Byram termed as "tertiary 

socialization" (Byram, 1989).  

Many scholars across various disciplines have described this process of 

encountering otherness, using the idea of thirdness and space. O’Dowd (2003) 

characterized an intercultural speaker as a person who has managed to develop his or her 

own third way to settle for the in-between, who knows and can perform in both cultures. 

Bhabha (1990) uses the term “hybridity” in relation to the developmental changes to 

one’s sense of identity, in the exploration of others, and labels the spaces in which hybrid 
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identities can develop as "third spaces." Bakhtin’s notion of dialogism (1993) sheds light 

on identity construction, where “the self” can only be comprised through its encounters 

and continuous interactions with the "other." According to him, self cannot understand 

itself, but the co-existence of "I-for-others" and the "other-in-myself" and the interaction 

between them generates the option of knowing one’s identity (As cited in Ghanem, 

2010). These are heterotopias that are capable of juxtaposing several spaces in a single 

real place, and several sites that are in themselves incompatible (Foucault, 1986, as cited 

in Spencer-Oatey et al., 2009).  

Inspired by the idea of a "third space" (Bhabha, 1990) and Bakhtin’s notion of 

dialogism (1993), Kramsch (1993) describes "third place" in the field of foreign language 

education as a location between the home and target cultures, where all behaviors, 

including that of others and oneself, are seen as being grounded in a particular cultural 

context (As cited in O’Dowd, 2003). Further, she criticizes the phrase, “being on the 

fence,” for strengthening the common misbelief that language learners are somehow 

located merely between two monolithic cultures. Instead, she suggests that learners need 

to locate themselves in a place which “grows in the interstices between the cultures the 

learner grew up with, and new cultures he or she is being introduced to” (Kramsch, 1993, 

p. 236, as cited in O’Dowd, 2003).  She illustrates the notion of third place as follows: 

Language learners’ third place is neither that of the C1 nor that of the C2. 
Language learners develop an intercultural perspective where they get to 
understand both their own culture and language contexts (First place) and the 
target culture and language contexts (Second place). Using this knowledge, they 
move to a position in which their developing intercultural competence informs 
their language choices in communication (Third place) (Kramsch, 2009, p. 244).  

She says intercultural language pedagogy should help students to build their third place 

by “making connections between the L1/C1 and the L2/C2; communicating across 
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linguistic and cultural boundaries; identifying and explaining those boundaries; critically 

reflecting on their own intercultural behaviors and their own identity; and taking 

responsibility for contributing to successful communication across languages and 

cultures” (Kramsch, 2009, p. 244). Others (Kim, 2001) refer to this process as "becoming 

intercultural" or developing an "intercultural personhood."  

The third characteristic of becoming an intercultural speaker is that it is never a 

completed process, because it is not equivalent to the notion of the perfect native speaker 

as final goal; rather it involves the life-long process of mediating between dynamic 

cultures, i.e. constantly-changing social identities, and also individuals' beliefs and 

values, that one may encounter in intercultural interactions (Byram & Fleming, 1998; 

Byram et al., 2002). This implies that students should learn to become independent of 

their teacher by acquiring the intercultural skills and attitudes of decentering, and going 

beyond the limits of what can be easily achieved in the classroom, i.e. knowledge 

acquisition. Such skills and attitudes must always be transferable to new intercultural 

contexts, those that the students have never been directly trained to deal with (Byram et 

al., 2002). Given this emphasis on autonomy and independence, intercultural speakers' 

capability for self-reflexivity is highly important. This is so they can find the shared rules 

of interpretation in the various culturally-laden social contexts in which they find 

themselves. 

Last, some researchers expanded the qualifications of the intercultural speaker to 

global citizenship (Banks, 2004; Byram et al., 2002; Lundgren, 2002). Banks (2004) 

proposed a “cosmopolitan” individual to elaborate on the notion of an intercultural 

speaker. A cosmopolitan individual refers to someone who can reflect and clarify his or 

her national and global identifications, merge the self and the other into a shared global 
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consciousness, and ultimately develop a primary commitment to justice (Banks, 2004).  

He further argued for the importance of intercultural critical literacy in an increasingly 

multicultural world and acknowledged that “literate citizens in a diverse democratic 

society should be reflective, moral, and active citizens in an interconnected global world” 

(p. 298). Similarly, Lundgren (2002) also emphasized critical cultural awareness, active 

global citizenship to repudiate ethnocentrism, and building solidarity with others as 

characteristics of an intercultural speaker. As for the fundamental values of global 

citizens, Byram et al. (2001) claimed that language teaching should also promote “a 

position which acknowledges respect for human dignity and equality of human rights as 

the democratic basis for social interaction” (Byram, Nichols, & Stevens, 2001, p. 7).  

To summarize, the intercultural speaker has been proposed as a goal of foreign 

language teaching and learning in criticism of native speaker model in the multicultural 

and multilingual globalized community. The intercultural speaker is one who (1) 

recognizes the constantly-changing multiple identities that exist in an individual to avoid 

a nationally-oriented concept of culture, (2) who is aware of their own identities and 

those of others, with the goal to mediate these by constantly making “the strange 

unfamiliar and the familiar strange” (Byram et al., 2002, p. 19), thereby creating and 

moving into their own third space; (3) who is able to independently explore otherness 

with systematic skills of decentering, even outside the classroom, in the context of their 

life-long journey to become intercultural; and (4), who would seek critical cultural 

awareness and global citizenship to acknowledge democratic values for social interaction. 

In the following section, I will discuss how FLE has researched and conceptualized what 

it takes to communicate and interact successfully at the interface of different cultures, 

with focus on Byram’s Intercultural Communicative Competence.  
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INTERCULTURAL COMMUNICATIVE COMPETENCE (ICC) 

While foreign language educators recognize the increasing need to incorporate 

intercultural skills into the foreign language curriculum, it is somewhat surprising that 

there has been little attention paid to researching and conceptualizing what it takes to 

communicate successfully at the interface of different cultures (Spencer-Oatey et al., 

2009). Byram (1997), one of the few scholars in language education, developed a 

conceptual framework of Intercultural Communicative Competence (ICC). He made a 

distinction between the tourist and the sojourner, and argued that ICC can be achieved 

through the qualities and skills required of “the sojourner” (p. 3). He described the tourist 

as a traveler to foreign countries in the hope of enriching his current way of living, 

without fundamentally altering it. “While the tourist remains essentially unchanged, the 

sojourner has the opportunity to learn and be educated, acquiring the capacity to critique 

and improve their own and others’ conditions” (Byram, 1997, p. 2). Therefore, the 

sojourner “produces effects on a society which challenge its unquestioned and 

unconscious beliefs, behaviors, and meanings, and whose own beliefs, behaviors, and 

meanings are in turn challenged and expected to change” (p. 1). For Byram, FLT should 

focus on how to nurture the qualities of the sojourner in the foreign-language learner, in 

institutional settings (1997). 

His model of Intercultural Competence consists of five distinct but interdependent 

principles: They are (1) attitude, (2) (relational) knowledge, (3) skills of interpreting and 

relating, and (4) skills of discovery and interaction. The interplay of the first four 

principles ideally should lead to a fifth, namely (5) critical, cultural awareness (Byram, 

1997). First, Byram defined attitude as “curiosity and openness, readiness to suspend 

disbelief about other cultures, and belief about one’s own” (1997, p. 50). He illustrated 
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that it is curiosity and wonder expressed in constant questions and wide-eyed observation 

of otherness, along with the willingness to examine the familiar from the perspective of 

others. But he cautioned that this should be distinguished from the attitude of seeking out 

economic profit, or fascination with the exotic (Byram, 1997). 

The second principle is knowledge of “social groups and their products and 

practices in one’s own and in one’s interlocutor’s country (declarative knowledge), and 

of the general processes of societal and individual interaction (procedural knowledge)” 

(Byram, 1997, p. 35). He argued that an intercultural speaker should go beyond collecting 

pieces of knowledge from specific instances, and relate this cultural knowledge to similar 

topics in one’s own country. This process requires extensive knowledge of one’s own 

culture as well as that of the other, which is often mistakenly assumed to already exist in 

learners (Belz, 2007). Byram (1997) particularly emphasized a learner’s awareness that 

his or her way of feeling, thinking, behaving, and interacting is a “naturalized product of 

socialization” into a certain society and argued that this awareness is a pre-condition for 

understanding his or her reactions to otherness (p. 52). For him, the knowledge domain of 

intercultural competence should help students pursue “deep learning” which involves 

underlying understanding, metacognition, and the ability to reflect on one’s own thinking 

and response to experience (Gipps, 1994, as cited in Byram, 1997). This is instead of 

gathering lists of facts about individuals and events without a fundamental understanding 

of the issues involved, i.e. “shallow learning” (Byram, 1997). 

Third, Byram defined the skills of interpreting and relating as the "ability to 

interpret a document or event from another culture, to explain it, and relate it to 

documents from one’s own" (1997, p. 52). According to him, these skills are related to 

the ability to identify ethnocentric perspectives in a document or event and explain their 
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origins. They also include the ability to identify areas of misunderstanding in an 

interaction and explain them from each cultural system (Byram, 1997). Regarding the 

outcome of applying these skills, Belz (2007) noted that it is not necessarily a balance of 

opposites or a moderate pluralism of opinions. Instead, relating phenomena in one culture 

to those in another may result in “paradoxical, irreducible confrontation that may change 

one in the process” (Kramsch, 1993, p. 231). 

The fourth principle includes the skills of discovery and interaction. Byram 

defined the skills of discovery---pivotal to his model---as “the ability to recognize 

significant phenomena in a foreign environment and to elicit their meanings and 

connotations, and also their relationship to other phenomena” (p. 38). According to him, 

the skills of discovery entail a “capacity of abstract thinking” that selects evidence 

appropriately, to relate those particular instances to the general (p. 100).  These skills are 

necessary, especially when individuals have little pre-existing knowledge of the foreign 

culture, or when they are unable to re-discover their taken-for-granted reality. One way to 

operate the skills of discovery is through social interaction. Byram (1997) defined skills 

of interaction as the “ability to operate knowledge, attitudes, and skills under the 

constraints of real-time communication and interaction” (p. 52). Of the all the principles 

discussed, these are the skills most related to linguistic ability, and which are required in 

successful intercultural communication, such as the questioning technique (Belz, 2005), 

politeness and face work (Brown & Levinson, 1978). Therefore, skills of discovery and 

interaction enable people to understand a new cultural environment and interact with 

people from unfamiliar cultures in increasingly rich and complex ways, by integrating 

knowledge, skills, and attitudes, and then using them appropriately in real time. 
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Last, the interplay of the first four principles should ideally lead to critical, 

cultural awareness. Byram (1997) defined it as “the ability to evaluate critically and on 

the basis of explicit criteria, perspectives, practices and products in one’s own and other 

cultures and countries” (p. 101). This educational component of ICC helps students 

clarify their own ideological perspective and understand the experiences of their own and 

others' cultures, from a rational and explicit standpoint, when evaluating them. According 

to him, a teacher’s role in achieving this educational goal is to encourage students to 

apply consistent basis to their judgment of their own society as well as others, when they 

encounter conflicts in perspectives.  

In addition to conceptualizing the notion of IC, Byram (1997) also provided 

guidelines to assess students' IC, specifically in instructed foreign-language-learning 

contexts. He opposed norm-referenced assessments that presupposed the learners’ 

acquisition of quantifiable evidence of knowledge and abilities separately, in a linear 

fashion. Instead, he suggested evaluating how those learned skills and abilities are 

holistically applied to a particular intercultural encounter, i.e. criterion-referenced 

performance assessments via student portfolios (Byram, 1997). His approach to IC 

assessment valued students’ qualitative progression toward a stage of what he defined as 

intercultural speaker. It was based on students’ leaps in insight and occurrences of 

particular intercultural behaviors of changes over time, rather than “all-or-nothing 

phenomena” that were evaluated at one point, based on a single piece of data (Belz, 2007, 

p. 156). 

Recognizing the value of the ICC model, FLE researchers have also widely 

adopted it in much recently-published work on telecollaboration for intercultural 

learning. To assess students’ development of IC through networked exchange, 
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researchers have examined their online interactions, either by analyzing the content of 

keypal interactions (O’Dowd, 2003), or examining the presence (or absence) of specific 

linguistic features in the transcripts that indicate IC (Belz, 2003, 2005). Content analysis 

of student correspondence is common. However, Belz (2007) cautioned that this 

approach risks equating positive comments about others, adoption of others’ points of 

view as signs of IC. She argued that to better understand the contents that index IC, 

researcher and teachers should pay attention to how students discover and discuss a “rich 

point” (Agar, 1994); this refers to the moment of incomprehension that an outsider 

member experiences because s/he lacks the insiders’ cultural knowledge.  

However, acknowledging the limitations of an analyst-sensitive content analysis 

of student interaction, Belz (2003) focused on linguistic features that index IC. When 

examining linguistic markers of attitude component of intercultural development, Belz  

used appraisal systems. Appraisal systems (Martin, 2000, p. 144, as cited in Belz, 2003) 

provide “a concrete linguistic procedure for revealing how speakers engage in re-

analyzing one’s evaluation of the self and one’s own culture in the empirical details of 

their talk” (Belz, 2003, p. 155). Belz (2003) concluded that students’ appraisals of 

phenomena are less emotional and absolute and more cognitive, relative to the students’ 

improvement in intercultural competence. Byram (1997) suggested that students’ “shift in 

perspective” indexes their growth in attitudes component of intercultural competence (p. 

108). Using her findings, Belz (2007) elaborated “shift in perspective” can include 

decrease in negative judgment, management of one’s (negative) emotional response to 

keypal’s statements and gradual softening in positioning self with respect to the absolute 

truth of utterances (Belz, 2003; 2007). In search of linguistic manifestations of 

intercultural competence, Belz (2005) also investigated students’ questioning technique; 
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this is the only linguistic feature that Byram mentioned as an index of the operation of 

skills of discovery.  Data from the email exchange between German and American 

students revealed that, with the students’ improvement in IC, their questions tended to be 

more information-seeking, and less yes/no or rhetorical. To sum up, evidence of IC 

emergence has been found in networked exchange studies, including shifts in perspective, 

fewer negative appraisals, a decrease in (negative) emotional reactions, fewer statements 

of absolutes, and an increase in information-gathering questions (Belz, 2007).   

To summarize, Byram’s model of ICC offered several important conceptual 

correctives to communicative language teaching approaches; it shed light on intercultural 

education in instructed foreign-language-learning contexts. Furthermore, its detailed 

explication of concrete instructional objectives, assessment criteria, and syllabus design 

provided valuable guidelines in integrating culture into FL teaching (Bredella, 2000). 

However, there is a need for critical reflection on the ICC model; its application to all 

learning contexts equally should be approached with caution. As Byram (1997) 

acknowledged, his definitions of skills and knowledge presuppose considerable capacity 

for abstraction and cognitive development, including metacognitive capacities for self-

analysis. As he cautioned, therefore, it would be wrong to judge young students as 

interculturally incompetent, based on his definition of knowledge, skills, and attitudes. 

This is because they are still developing their cognition and moral judgment. Another 

challenge that the ICC model faces is that it was derived in European contexts, solely 

through conceptual thinking. Thus, data-driven explanations as to what constitutes 

intercultural competence are necessary, if what he defines as IC will replicate in other 

intercultural learning contexts. This includes online environments and populations other 
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than European. In a nutshell, the ICC model calls for critical reflection and further 

refinement.  

INTERCULTURAL LEARNING THROUGH ONLINE COLLABORATION  

Since the early 1990s, many scholars have investigated computer-mediated 

communication (CMC) in an instructed environment for its potential to develop students’ 

linguistic competence such as grammar (Kern, 1995; Pellettieri, 2000), oral and written 

proficiency (Abrams, 2003; Beauvois, 1997; Chun 1994; Kelms, 1992), negotiation for 

meaning (Blake, 2000; Pellettieri, 2000), co-construction of knowledge (Abrams, 2001), 

and pragmatic development (Chun, 1994). Based on the studies to date, it appears that 

“intra-cultural” CMC can be helpful in developing students’ competence over a wide 

range of linguistic competencies (however, grammar development in CMC contexts is 

still inconclusive). These earlier CMC studies, which were focused on communication 

between learners within classes, are considered relatively monocultural.  

However, technological advancement in communication tools combined with the 

FL teaching profession’s attention to intercultural education, has propelled FL teachers 

and researchers toward using CMC for intercultural collaborations (Chun, 2008; Hanna & 

de Nooy, 2009). Within this trend, numerous projects that involve online distance 

exchange between learners from different culture have been implemented since the 2000s 

and a growing body of research is emerging (Chun, 2008). It might be assumed that 

direct contact with native speakers would have automatic benefits of enhancing students’ 

intercultural competence (Chun, 2008), yet, studies have reported mixed results that 

benefits and challenges co-exist in networked intercultural exchanges. (See the overview 

by Belz & Thorne, 2005; Chun, 2008; Lomicka, 2006).  
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Telecolalborative studies incorporating email exchanges generally confirmed the 

value of networked exchange for the IC development but posed challenges as well. 

O’Dowd (2003) reported on a year-long email exchange between second-year Spanish 

and English university students. He identified the characteristics of the exchanges which 

enabled students’ ICC development; those “successful” learners were given opportunities 

to express their cultural identities to a receptive audience; they were stimulated to ponder 

their own culture from a new perspective through the questions and comments posed by 

their partners. He confirmed that such dialogue led learners to a growing awareness of 

differing perspectives on the two cultures’ products and practices. However, he pointed 

out challenges in assessing to what extent the knowledge, skills, and attitudes of IC were 

developed. Further, how the students would later put them to use could not be 

determined.  

Confirming the both positive and negative aspects of email exchange with foreign 

peers, Itakura (2004) explored how cultural stereotypes were formed, modified, 

dismissed or reinforced during the exchange between university students in Hongkong 

and in Japan. Data suggested dialogue with foreign peers provided them with 

opportunities to modify media-based stereotypes and to negotiate validity of cultural 

assumptions. However, students were also found to heavily depend on what their native 

speaker partners explain about the target culture, which led to new stereotypes. These 

studies showed that email exchanges allow students scopes for developing interpersonal 

relationships with their learning partners, there are risks reinforcing existing stereotypes 

and confirming negative attitudes. 

Online forums have also been used in other intercultural projects to promote 

reflective conversation as well as in-depth knowledge building of the target culture. 
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Cultura project (Furstenberg et al., 2001), which is particularly noteworthy for its 

detailed pedagogical framework for web-based intercultural learning through class-to-

class partnership (Levy, 2007). The project incorporated discussion forums for the 

exchange of perspectives, opinions and views between American and French college 

students. Focusing on collaboration and critical literacy, the project encouraged students 

to analyze culture-related parallel texts including their own answers to culture survey and 

form data-driven opinion before they engage in the online discussion. Furstenberg et al. 

(2001) found that forum prompted a deeper conversation among students than traditional 

e-mail student exchanges would. 

Chun and Wade (2004)’s ICE project was modeled on Cultura, but combined 

email and forum discussion for intercultural exchange, revealed contrasting evidence. 

German and American students were able to build new intercultural knowledge from 

participating in the forums, in particular, more from their engagement in email exchange. 

Students’ emails contained many discourse functions such as frequent questions, 

clarification request, negotiation of meaning of words, concepts and practices, more 

hypothesis and observation about both cultures. Further, emailing allowed more direct 

forms of address and dialogue as well as rapport management, which enabled students to 

enter the personal realm, whereas more generalized comments were prevalent in the 

forum entries. Although the study reported generally positive results, students’ erroneous 

generalization and contradictory statements were observed in the forum. Therefore, they 

concluded it was not entirely clear that learners noticed cultural differences and were able 

to link their existing knowledge with new knowledge.  

Other studies investigated the use of public discussion forums that are not 

intended for language learners. For example, Hanna and de Nooy (2003) reported on a 
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case study of four learners of French who participated in public online discussion forums 

of a French newspaper. It was found that it was more important that students could 

conform to the cultural norms and expected behaviors, as well as to accept the conditions 

of membership in a particular cultural practice to engage in the authentic discussion 

forums, than that they had ability to speak French. Hanna and de Nooy (2003) strongly 

argued that despite the many virtues that telecollaboration provides, students in such 

learning environment are still safely within a classroom. They emphasized that student 

training in learning environments that resemble the cultural practices of the real forum is 

necessary to prepare them to better handle the demanding communicative needs of online 

intercultural communication outside classrooms (Levy, 2007).  

In summary, many studies have collectively demonstrated that online intercultural 

exchange can provide a variety of learning outcomes such as curiosity about the other 

culture, increased understanding of the self and the other, furthering of cultural 

knowledge and meaning, the enhancement of cultural awareness and critical thinking 

skills (Lomicka, 2006). However, contrasting evidence was also observed that students’ 

stereotypes and negative attitudes were created and reinforced. In addition, students did 

not always engage in the deeper level of online interaction that is a prerequisite to 

intercultural learning (Ware, 2005). Even if students sustained their engagement in the 

prolonged interaction, they often experienced intercultural misunderstanding which range 

from mild frustration to tension or serious conflicts (Belz, 2001, 2002, 2003, 2005; 

O’Dowd, 2003; 2005, O’Dowd & Ritter, 2006; Schneider & von der Emde,  2005; 

Thorne, 2003; Ware, 2005; Ware & Kramsch, 2005). Therefore, more recently, 

researchers have made effort to understand how miscommunication and frustration, that 

seem inevitable in intercultural communication, arise during online collaborations.  
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Belz (2002) looked at the social dimensions of telecollaborative foreign language 

study to examine the factors that contribute to limited interactional involvement in 

telecollaboration. She found that the macro-level information, such as social and 

institutional factors, influenced students’ linguistic actions at the micro-interactional level 

of situated activity. Those macro factors included (1) differences in societal valuation of 

foreign language studies in each culture, (2) differences in technological access and 

know-how in each culture (3) institutional differences in course accreditation and 

assessment. Specifically, Germans students’ English proficiency was far advanced, had 

less access to technology, and less pressured course accreditation compared to American 

students. These contributed to shaping divergent expectations and conceptualization of 

the project on the end of American and German telecollaboration. This caused them to 

form new stereotypes about each other: German students felt American students only 

cared about task completion without trying to make friends whereas American students 

questioned Germans’ punctuality and work ethic. Belz (2002) generally acknowledged 

that macro-level structures, i.e. social context and institutional setting, influenced micro-

interaction in the situated activity. However, eschewing social determinism, she provided 

several examples of cases where learner agency appeared to override particular 

institutional constraints. The facilitating factors were establishing positive rapport with 

their partners and recognizing benefits of participation in their own terms. Her study is 

significant for its attempt to see how macro-and micro-level features of telecollaboration 

shape intercultural communication activities and to acknowledge the role of individual 

agency in such social actions.  

Extending Belz’s studies (2001, 2002), Ware (2005) reported the similar findings 

about the German-American telecollaboration. Ware (2005) examined the factors that 
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contributed to students’ inability to construe online relationships in ways that promoted 

cross-cultural interaction online. She termed those hindering factors as “tension” (p.70) 

that eventually led students to “missed” communication. The study found three tensions 

that limited students’ interactional involvement: First, there were mismatched 

expectations and norms for telecollaboration. For example, students had different 

interests in using technology for the task, different purpose for interaction, different 

linguistic conventions for online writing. The second tension related to social and 

institutional factors. Specifically, with the increased awareness of English as a Lingua 

Franka in Germany, students viewed learning English as a necessity whereas study of 

German was viewed as an end-point in itself due to the limited social valuation of 

German as a foreign language in the U.S. However, interestingly she found that while 

American students took the German course for true enjoyment, they participated in the 

telecollaboration only for a grade. She attributed such mismatch in motivation for 

language learning, and the task, to “institutionalized classroom scripts” (Belz, 2001, p. 

227, as cited in Ware, 2005) in American educational systems. While American students 

were familiar with the performance assessment, which is the most salient feature in 

traditional classrooms, explicit grading criteria was missing in the telecollaboration. 

Therefore, the American students took more cost-effective and time-saving approaches to 

read minimally and write efficiently. The study pointed out that the issue is not 

“miscommunication”, which can be transformed into rich intercultural learning, but the 

“missed” communication, disengagement from attempting to grapple with such moments 

of learning in the first place (Ware, 2005, p. 77).  

As pointed out above, inferior access to technology impinges on students’ 

motivation in participation, and can lead other groups to make judgments about their 
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participation. Even after overcoming the hurdle of unequal access to the technology, 

online intercultural communication can still have a potential for limited involvement, as 

Thorne (2003) points out, because it is mediated by a cultural artifact, i.e. Internet. He 

illustrated, “Internet communication tools are not culture-free media; rather individual 

and collective experience of those influence the ways students engage in Internet-

mediated communication” (p. 38). Such differing “cultures of use” (p. 38) of those tools 

may contribute to the clashing expectations of the communicative norms associated with 

each tool such as Internet etiquette (Ware, 2005) and mismatches in communication tool 

preferences between the two groups (Thorne, 2003; Ware, 2005).  

As for the linguistic factors that lead to miscommunication, Belz (2003) 

illustrated how students’ unfamiliarity with culturally-contingent conversational styles 

leads to their misinterpretation of performance critique and opinion presentation. 

Specifically, her examination of email correspondence between an American student and 

two German students exhibited how German students’ direct critique inadvertently 

positioned them as rude and overbearing from the American student’s perspective as 

Americans norms of critique require praise followed by suggestions for improvement. In 

the same study, examining the linguistic features that index Byram (1997)’s attitude 

component of IC, Belz (2003) concluded that negative appraisal for indexing of speaker 

attitude also contributed to the miscommunication. Continuing linguistically-grounded 

analysis of the same email correspondence, Belz (2005) found that students’ syntactic 

choices for forming inquiry, particularly rhetorical, yes/no, or either/or questions, limited 

the range of information sought respondents. Thus, they were interpreted as expressing 

less curiosity about the target culture. In contrast, posing information-seeking how and 
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why questions positioned students’ foreign peers as languacultural experts and 

encouraged productive dialogues.    

In summary, for the last decade, FL telecollaborative studies have generally 

confirmed the value of networked exchange in raising students’ intercultural awareness. 

However, researchers have also found contrasting evidence. There has been increasing 

agreement in the literature that it is a mistake to assume that getting people together 

online will automatically lead to intercultural understanding and students will have only 

agreeable and accommodating interactions from which they learn (Belz, 2003; Belz & 

Thorne, 2005). Researchers have looked at the social, institutional, linguistic, and 

individual dimensions of students’ cross-cultural online communication somewhat 

separately. Therefore, the literature lacks connection among the macro and micro aspects 

of networked online communication; it does not unpack how local linguistic phenomena 

are connected with larger systems in which students’ activity is situated. In the following 

section, I will discuss how an ecological approach addresses this macro-micro split and 

how its notion of educational ecology as nested ecosystems provides a lens to look at 

students’ online interaction in a complex systemic way.  

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK: ECOLOGICAL APPROACH 

With the growing awareness of context in language development, researchers in 

foreign language education and applied linguists have embraced ecological perspectives 

to enhance the study of language learning (Kramsch, 2002a; van Lier, 2000, 2004). 

Building on the legacy of Vygotsky and Bakhtin and weaving together the ideas of 

numerous scholars, van Lier (2000), established a framework for considering language 

teaching and learning in an ecological perspective. An ecological perspective in research 

rejects the reductionist approach that attempts to simplify complex phenomena to a 
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particular cause, or isolated variable, and to explain it on the basis of cause-effect 

(Levine, 2011). According to Levine (2011), in an ecological dynamic systems-based 

approach, knowing a cause does not provide a full explanation of the event; however, 

knowing many factors together provides a rich description and researchers can speak of 

at least “a nexus of factors all intersecting at the particular moment” of phenomenon (p. 

30). This tenet extends to the theories of language. Van Lier (2004) asserts that “language 

is always a meaning-making activity that takes place in a complex network of complex 

systems that are interwoven amongst themselves as well as with all aspects of physical, 

social and symbolic worlds” (p. 53). Therefore, interpretations of linguistic action should 

not be limited to some inner formal core of words and sentence pattern. Micro-level 

linguistic activity can only be understood by taking the different components of complex 

explanations together (van Lier, 2004, as cited in Levine, 2011). Offering an ecological 

graphic of an onion to illustrate the multiple levels of interpretations of linguistic activity, 

he explains,  

One cannot peel away the layers of an onion and get to the “real” onion within. 
It’s layer all the way down. Any utterance carries multiple sources of potential 
information that are present all at once. Arriving at an interpretation requires that 
we “scan” the utterance and utterer-for particular meaning clues. It is as if we run 
our mental scanner across all the layers and “read” a plausible interpretation (van 
Lier, 2004, p.43).  

These tenets indicate that at the heart of ecological research lies the pursuit of dynamic 

complexity in systems of which the phenomenon is part. Encompassing ever more 

contextual information engenders a more complex explanation instead of simplifying the 

phenomena.  

In addition to use as a theoretical frame, an ecological approach provides useful 

methodological tools for education research as well. Drawing on Bronfenbrenner 
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(1993)’s ecological approach to human development, van Lier described the educational 

ecology as a hierarchy of nested ecosystems of the lesson, the classroom, the school, the 

district and so forth (2004). He emphasized that the value of Bronfenbrenner’s model lies 

in its focus on the relationships among the systems and “how these linkages allow the 

researcher to track instigative and debilitative forces between one ecosystem and 

another” (van Lier, 2004, p. 210). Van Lier’s study (2003) of project-based language 

learning in two very different classrooms demonstrates the value of an ecological 

approach as a principled way of handling incomparable learning contexts. The two 

classrooms in his study were very different: one was a fourth-grade, dual immersion 

classroom of Anglo and Latino children from mixed socioeconomic backgrounds and the 

other was an intensive ESL classroom of economically privileged, highly motivated 

adults. He found these varying variables in two learning environments shaped the 

efficacy of technology for learning. To show this, van Lier (2003) adopted the 

Bronfenbrenner’s analytic categories of nested systems (microsystem, mesosystem, 

exosystem, macrosystem). For example, he suggested that students’ online interaction in 

the dual immersion classroom should be understood within its wider contexts; first by 

looking at the historical and ideological practices surrounding bilingual education in 

American society (macrosystemic level in Bronfenbrenner’s terms), then by looking at 

the Anglo and Latino students’ access to technology in their respective communities 

(exosystemic level). In contrast, his analysis of university ESL students’ performance 

focused on the course and the institutional setting (microsystemic or mesosystemic level), 

which, as he argued, provided more relevant contextual information for understanding 

their performance. 

33 
 



Using ecology as a specific way to conceive L2 research, van Lier (2000) re-

conceptualized language, context, learning, learner, and classrooms in ecological terms. 

These terms at the basis of this model are helps the application of this model. First, as an 

alternative to language learning based on the input processing in the brain, van Lier 

(2000) suggested the notion of affordance for ecological learning. An affordance can be 

defined as “a particular property of the environment that is relevant to an active, 

perceiving organism in that environment” (van Lier, 2000, p. 252). Van Lier’s example 

of a leaf in the forest illustrates this notion (2000). According to him, although the leaf 

maintains the same property, it can offer very different affordances to different organisms 

as house, food, shade, medicine etc. depending on how different organisms perceive its 

properties and act upon their perception accordingly. Important to note is that an 

affordance is not a property of the actor nor of an object; rather it is a relationship 

between the two (van Lier, 2000). In other words, what becomes an affordance varies 

across organisms depending on what they do, what they need, or what they think the 

object is useful for. Therefore, a learner’s perception, action and the relations between 

them (as to how such an affords further action, not necessarily cause or trigger it) are the 

important concepts for investigation in ecological research (van Lier, 2000). As van Lier 

(2000) argues, this is because learning emerges with learners’ activity of exploring the 

affordances in a learning environment.  

The ideas of perception and mobility are important aspect of affordance. 

Psychologist James Gibson (1979, as cited in van Lier, 2000), who coined the term 

affordance, illustrates the notion of perception and mobility with an example of a hermit 

crab looking for a bigger shell for his home. When this animal encounters a potential new 

home, he will examine it from all angles and test it in various ways to judge whether it is 
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suitable to avoid the danger. This crab’s high-stake pursuit, the activity of exploring the 

affordances of the manipulated object, demonstrates a learner’s engagement in activity 

for learning. Regarding the close relationship between activity and learning, van Lier 

writes: 

A learning context is constituted of physical, social and symbolic opportunities 
for meaning making, and the central notion that drives this meaning making is 
activity. Instead of instructional material (facts, skills, behaviors) that is 
inculcated through processes of presentation, practice and production, an 
ecological-semiotic approach envisages an active learner who is guided and 
stimulated to higher, more complex levels of activity…(2004, p. 62)   

Van Lier views the mind of the learner as the totality of relationships between a 

developing person and the surrounding world, and of learning as the result of meaningful 

activity in an accessible environment. 

Perception in an ecological sense is very critical for learning. Indeed, van Lier 

(2012) argues that “all learning is perception and perception is both the result and the 

origin of action”. His view of perception surpasses focused attention to the specific 

learning target or the linguistic model: rather it supposes learners’ mobility in the 

learning environment. He said, “In order to truly see (and hear, feel, and so on), one has 

to move around. An immobile perceiver is severely limited in terms of the diversity of 

what he or she can perceive” (van Lier, 2012, p. 39). He related the notion of perception 

and movement to awareness and agency respectively. According to him, these factors 

enable members of a language classroom to make connections among various situations 

and places they find themselves in and make diverse actions and responses to affordances 

in the setting. That is, his definition of awareness or perception in this sense relates to 

social concepts such as learner autonomy. 
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According to Blyth (2008), an ecological perspective has become more relevant to 

online discourse research. In his review of the evolution in research perspectives on 

online discourse and foreign language learning, Blyth (2008) asserts that a shift from a 

psycholinguistic approach to a sociocultural approach, then to a more recent ecological 

approach, shows the growing importance of the social context of foreign language 

education. In particular, the rise of the Internet has made the ecological framework more 

relevant for analyzing online discourse as “Internet is best understood as a network of 

networks, or a system of interlocking systems, that is, an ecology” (Blyth, 2008, p. 63).  

Kramsch (2002a) also claimed that the recent developments of globalization and 

multicultural education accelerated the incorporation of intercultural telecommunication 

in language classrooms. The holistic and newer metaphor of ecology has been prompted 

to address these recent developments in FL education and to aid researchers and 

practitioners to be more aware of the surrounding learning contexts.   

To summarize, many scholars have turned to the metaphor of ecology as a fresh 

way of conceiving research as well as to re-conceptualize traditionally-defined 

classrooms.  The goal of ecological research is to discover how the constituent parts of 

educational ecosystems (students, teachers, classrooms, school, district, community, 

computer network etc.) form a whole (Blyth, 2008). As contextual, social, and process-

oriented research, an ecological perspective focuses on how learning emerges, how 

agentic learners in their environment explore affordances through perception and 

mobility, as well as the signs of its processes at work (van Lier, 2000).  Therefore, active 

learner and his process of configuring his learning contexts are crucial lines of 

investigation. Guided by these ecological research frameworks, I investigate Korean and 
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American students’ online interaction for intercultural learning in a class-to-class 

telecollaborative project bearing the following two research questions in mind;  

(1) How is the online interaction between American and Korean students 

embedded in larger systems? How do these systems interlock to shape their online 

discourse? 

(2) How do students approach the situated activity and grasp the learning 

opportunities as they interact within this learning environment? 
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Chapter 3 Research Design and Method 

In this ecological study, I investigated Korean and American students’ online 

interaction for intercultural learning in a class-to-class telecollaborative project. The 

following two questions guided me: 

(1) How is the online interaction between American and Korean students 

embedded in larger systems? How do these systems interlock to shape their 

online discourse? 

(2) How do students approach the situated activity and grasp the learning 

opportunities as they interact within this learning environment? 

This chapter consists of two sections: in the first section, I will describe the research 

context and the design of the telecollaborative project in detail. In the second section, I 

will discuss the research methods used in this study. This includes a rationale for my 

choice of qualitative methods, a description of methods I used for collecting and 

analyzing data, and for ensuring the trustworthiness of my analysis. 

RESEARCH DESIGN  

Institutional Contexts and Courses 

The telecollaborative partnership from which the data is drawn was established in 

the fall of 2009, between an undergraduate Korean-language class offered at a large state-

funded university in the southwest U.S., and a language-teaching methods class at a 

metropolitan-area graduate school in Korea. Being aware of the value of online 

collaboration for language and culture learning, the class instructors Mr. Choi and I 

agreed to establish a class-to-class partnership as a means to increase students’ cultural 

understanding. 
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The institutional contexts and the courses on which the telecollaborative project 

was based were different in the two schools. The graduate school in Korea specializes in 

producing professionals in English education. The curriculum is very tightly-structured 

and demanding; it requires full-time student status. Students are required to take 19 

course credits, equal to 23 class hours a week each semester, except for the fourth 

semester, which is an eight-hour-credit master’s thesis. Further, the school places a great 

emphasis on improving students’ English proficiency: English is the only accepted 

medium of verbal communication and instruction on campus, and students receive 

mandatory language training in communication and writing skills, totaling 10 hours a 

week. In addition, students are required to take three courses both in TESOL and research 

methodology, as a thesis requirement. These indicate that the school is highly competitive 

and demanding; also, all enrolled students receive a tuition waiver. 

Specifically, the graduate course involved in the present study was a content 

course entitled “How to Teach EFL Listening and Speaking,” taught by a native Korean 

teacher, Mr. Choi. It meets once a week on Fridays, for three hours. The course syllabus 

emphasized participation in the telecollaborative project by giving it 30% of the total 

course grade, in addition to other assignments such as reading reflections (20%), quizzes 

(10%), micro-teaching (30%), and attendance (10%). See the appendix A for their course 

syllabus 

The Korean program at the American university has four-year courses in Korean, 

to meet the needs of the university's two-year foreign-language requirement; it offers a 

minor in Korean studies, within Asian Studies. The undergraduate course involved in this 

study is a first-year Korean language class, targeted to beginners in Korean. The course 

aims to improve students’ linguistic proficiency in four skills, and enhance their 
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intercultural awareness through participation in the telecollaborative project mentioned 

above. As the teacher of this Korean class, I developed and executed the present project. 

However, my position was at the assistant instructor level; thus I was required to adopt 

the syllabus that other instructors had developed for this course (this was to provide 

identical educational experiences for students taking either my or another class). As a 

result, the course was mainly focused on grammar instruction and skills training in 

reading and writing, in a classroom context. However, I tried to balance this traditional 

approach by including communicative, task-based activities, and also an innovative, 

intercultural telecollaboration. Because of the limited responsibility I had for the class 

content, my emphasis on intercultural learning could not be reflected in the grading 

system, since the course grade was broken down as follows: participation in intercultural 

project (15%), written exams (25%), oral exams (20%), homework (10%), and quizzes 

(20%). The instruction was mostly conducted in the students’ native language, as a matter 

of program policy. See the syllabus in appendix B. 

Participants 

Student Participants 

20 Americans from the Korean class and seven Koreans from the graduate course 

participated in the 12-week-long, online discussion program, to meet the course 

objectives of enhancing cultural understanding. To mitigate the unbalanced number of 

participating students, five Korean graduate students at the same American university 

were invited to participate in the project. The 20 American students represented a variety 

of ethnic and cultural backgrounds: 12 had Korean heritage, four had Vietnamese 

heritage, two had Chinese heritage, one had Mexican heritage, and one had white, 
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Caucasian-American heritage. The American undergraduate students were mostly in their 

early twenties. Their majors ranged from German, Psychology, Biology, Economics, 

Chemistry, and Education, to Religious Studies. Interestingly, there were no Asian 

Studies majors. Of the 12 Korean students, nine of them, including five Korean students 

in the American university, had lived in the U.S. ranging from 1 to 10 years. All the 

Korean graduate students, both in Korea and the U.S., had majored in English language 

education as in-service teachers or pre-service teachers, except for one, who had majored 

in special education. These Korean graduate student groups were older than the American 

students, ranging from their mid-twenties to early forties, and had a wide range of 

English-teaching work experience. Table 1 shows student participants’ demographic 

information. 

 
Pseudonym Nationality Gender Age 

Undergraduate American Participants 
Albert U.S. Male Early 20s 
Anne U.S. Female Early 20s 

Anthony U.S. Male Early 20s 
Bob U.S. Male Early 20s 

Curtis U.S. Male Early 20s 
Eden U.S. Male Early 20s 

Emma U.S. Female Early 20s 
Erin U.S. Female Early 20s 

Jennie U.S. Female Early 20s 
Johnny U.S. Male Early 20s 
Jessica U.S. Female Early 20s 
Josh U.S. Male Early 20s 
Kay U.S. Male Early 20s 
Neo U.S. Male Early 20s 

Table 1: Student Demographics 

41 
 



Philip U.S. Male Early 20s 
Rebecca U.S. Female Early 20s 
Shannon U.S. Female Early 20s 

Tom U.S. Male Early 20s 
Tuan U.S. Male Early 20s 
Yen U.S. Female Early 20s 

Graduate Korean Participants in Korea 
Jonghyun South Korea Male 30s 

Minah South Korea Female 40s 
Minshin South Korea Female 30s 
Minsuk South Korea Female 30s 
Minwha South Korea Female 30s 

Minyoung South Korea Female 40s 
Seongjae South Korea Male 30s 

Graduate Korean Participants in the U.S. 
Hyeyun South Korea Female 30s 
Hyein South Korea Female 30s 

Hyekyung South Korea Female 20s 
Hyemi South Korea Female 20s 

Hyeyeon South Korea Female 20s 

Table 1, cont. 

Teacher Participants 

Mr. Choi is the native Korean teacher of the graduate course in Korea. In his early 

40s, he earned his Ph.D. in the U.S., in Foreign Language Education, specializing in 

ESL/EFL. His research interests are broad; he is interested in technology-enhanced 

language learning, teaching listening skills, native and non-native-speaker teacher issues, 

and teacher training. He is currently the director of the teacher training institute affiliated 

with his graduate school, as well as an assistant professor in the English Language 

Teaching Department. He is well aware of the Cultura Project, which is the mentor 

project of the present study, and is genuinely interested in intercultural learning himself; 
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he was actively immersed in the local community during his six years of study in the 

U.S., and he socialized widely with local Americans of all ages, to gain more cultural 

exposure. He has also taught an undergraduate course, "Understanding American and 

British Cultures," in other schools. Therefore, he had an understanding of the challenges 

of teaching culture, and valued Cultura for its innovations. His genuine interest in 

intercultural language education, as well as my personal connection with him, enabled 

our partnership. 

As mentioned earlier, I taught the Korean language class in this study. I am a 

native Korean in my mid-thirties, currently pursuing a PhD in Foreign Language 

Education. I have lived in the U.S. for eight years, and have taught English and Korean in 

a variety of contexts. I taught English at a high school for one year and at a university for 

two years in Korea, and I have a year of ESL teaching experience and two years of 

Korean teaching experience at the university in which I am enrolled. These experiences 

of teaching a culturally-diverse student population in the U.S., as well as my daily, 

intercultural encounters, have shaped my interests in intercultural language education. 

My dual identities as a non-native-speaker English teacher and as a native-speaking 

Korean teacher motivated me to find a systematic way to benefit both Korean and 

American students’ language and culture learning through collaboration. As such, the 

Cultura project was a great example that I wished to apply to my own teaching context. 

My research interests include: technology and collaboration for intercultural language 

education; intercultural online discourse; language learners’ intercultural competence 

development; and affective learner variables. 
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Design of the Telecollaborative Intercultural Project 

Parallel Texts 

As a modified version of Cultura, this project takes a comparative approach and 

uses parallel texts as a coherent framework. Inspired by Kramsch (1993), many 

telecollaborative projects have students engage with parallel texts that involve literature, 

children’s stories, fairy tales, or other genres of texts, in addition to a variety of visuals 

such as film and media expression. These serve as the primary content for recognizing 

salient differences in cultural presentation, for formulating questions, recognizing subtle, 

nuanced information, and hypothesizing the hidden dimension of cultures that, on the 

surface, may look alike or different. 

One of the key parallel texts used in the project was the cross-cultural 

questionnaire which students on both sides answered anonymously and in their L1. The 

questionnaire consisted of four sections with a “short answer” section added to the three 

sections in Cultura (see Furstenberg et al., 2001 for full example of questionnaire). These 

include (1) 19 items in word association section that look into perceptions of apparently 

universal notions (e.g., college life, successful life, marriage, democracy, individualism, 

and family); (2) nine items in sentence completion section that query relationships and 

roles (e.g., a good student, parent, best friend is someone who…); (3) ten items in 

reaction to situations section, that are designed to explore both perceptions of a context, 

and also interactions with a variety of people and attitudes toward culturally-bound 

situations (e.g., You are a junior college student. Two freshmen in your student 

organization ask you to buy them a meal. How do you react?); and (4) eight items in short 

answer section that probe personal opinions about social phenomena or personal 

experience (e.g. how would you evaluate the current status of gender equality in your 
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country? Express your evaluation on the continuum: 0 for extremely unequal to 10 for 

completely equal. Provide some examples of equality or inequality corresponding to your 

prior answer). Table 2 shows an example of each question type within the theme of 

college life. 

 
Word association 단어 연상 

Please write down three or four words you 
associate with the following. They can be 
nouns, adjectives or verbs. 
1. College life 

다음 단어를 보고 연상되는 단어 세개 혹은 

네개를 나열하세요. 명사,형용사, 동사 모두 

가능합니다. 

1. 대학생활 
Sentence completion 문장완성 

Please finish the following sentences with 
the first three or four things that come to 
your mind. 
1. A good college student is someone 
who... 

문장의 서두를 보고 떠오르는 세가지 혹은 

네가지를 써서 다음 문장을 완성하세요. 동사, 

형용사 명사 모두 가능합니다 

1.  바람직한 대학생이란… 
Reaction to situations 상황에 대한 반응 

Please state the first thing that you would 
think, say or do in the following 
(hypothetical) situations. 
1. You are a junior college student. Two 
freshmen in your student organization ask 
you to buy them a meal 

다음의 (가정)상황에서 먼저 드는 생각, 할 말, 

혹은 할 행동을 쓰세요. 

1. 당신은 대학교 3학년입니다. 새로들어온 

동아리 신입생 두명이 밥을 사달라고 합니다. 

Short answer 단답형 
Please write down the short answer to the 
questions 
1. What do you remember most about 
your college life (or activities)? List 3 
things 

다음 질문에 간단히 대답하세요 

1. 대학생활 혹은 활동중 가장 기억에 남는 

세가지는 무엇입니까? 
 

Table 2: Examples of the Culture Survey Questions 

Each survey item was carefully conceived based on several criteria: the students’ 

reported areas of interests, their inquiries about the other culture, my own bicultural 

45 
 



experiences, and examples from Cultura. Unlike the other Europe-U.S. telecollaborative 

projects that have already identified some significant cultural themes for focus, this 

Korea-U.S. exchange had no previous model. Thus, I considered students’ voices and 

interests in designing the questionnaire items and selecting themes to explore in the 

project. Prior to the exchange, students’ inquiries and areas of interests were collected 

and categorized. Of the 20 identified categories, seven categories that both groups 

showed highest interests were selected as themes for designing culture survey items and 

weekly online discussion. They were: school/college life (week 4), perceptions toward 

Korea and America (week 5), love and marriage (week 7), pop culture (Week 9), social 

values and phenomena (week 10), politics (week 11), and family (week 12). Students 

completed 49 culture survey items during week 3.  During weeks 4, 5, 7, 9, 10, 11, and 

12, students analyzed, compared and contrasted their own answers to these survey items. 

The survey responses were used as a springboard for their online discussion with their 

foreign peers.  

In addition to the culture survey, other parallel “visuals” such as films and images 

were included to give students multiple lenses from which to view culture. In line with 

the theme of Love and Marriage (Week 7), a Korean romantic comedy film (엽기적인 

그녀, 2001) and its American remake (My Sassy Girl, 2008) were selected to examine 

how the concepts of relationship were differently or similarly depicted in the remake, 

coming as they were through a different cultural lens. Also, student-generated pictures 

thought to be representative of their own culture, their city, or their daily lives, were also 

used for C1 and C2 analysis. 
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In-class Discussion 

American students were given a pre-discussion activity in their L1 in class on 

Thursdays, prior to their engagement in the online forum over the weekend. I gave each 

student group one or two sets of juxtaposed, color-coded survey responses and a glossary. 

I preliminarily analyzed and color-coded the student survey responses for students. This 

was to lessen the American students’ linguistic frustration, and overcome the class time 

constraints in both institutions. It would be ideal for students to have an opportunity to 

constructively analyze the raw survey data from the beginning, to develop critical 

analytical skills. However, American students who have just started learning the Korean 

alphabet were overwhelmed with decoding the enormous amount of linguistic input in the 

survey; this was even before they engaged in the meaningful construction of its 

interpretation.  

Table 3 shows an example of color-coded survey results on a handout that 

students received in class. Find an example handout for in-class activity in appendix C. 

As shown below, the yellow code roughly represents academic ability and attitude. The 

green code relates to social life and/or its balance with academic achievement. Class 

participation, which is at the center of American academic culture, was coded in blue. 

The grey on the Korean side was related to career-path mapping for future. The pink code 

indicated the enlarging of life experiences. The red displayed the various attitudinal 

qualities of an ideal college student, such as proactive, autonomous, passionate, self-

disciplined, etc. 
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A good college student is someone who… 바람직한 대학생은... 

wants to excel. 
completes all assignments and studies 
daily 
studies a lot 
studies, attends class, takes notes, and 
volunteers to talk in class 
studies, attend class, behave 
manages studying and hobbies. 
studies, works hard, goes to class 
studies, works hard, is successful 
studies, goes to all their classes, makes an 
extra effort, participates in class. 
makes great grades, studies, doesn't drink 
participates, studies when needed, can 
have fun 
manages to graduate 
has good study habits, has good balance 
of study time/social time, is open-minded 
can balance studies and friendships and 
does not get into trouble 
graduates, works hard, learns 
study, attend classes and ace their exam 
maintains a balance between studying and 
having fun. 
manages their time well 

공부, 레포트, 나이트 

선택한 분야의 공부를 하고 경험을 쌓는 학생이다. 

적극적인, 내 진로를 개척해 가는, 사람들과 잘 

어울리는 

미래를 위해 투자함과 동시에 대학생활을 즐길 줄 

아는 사람 

노력하는  학생이다. 

자기가 찾아서 열심히 진로를 탐색하고 연구하는 

학생 

자신에게 주어진 자유를 무분별하게 사용하지 않고 

책임감있게 행동하는 사람 

학구적 

자신의 적성과 흥미에 맞는 전공을 살려 열심히 

공부하고 그 분야 경험도 쌓아 미래를 계획하고 

준비하는 한편 여행을 통해 견문을 넓히고 자신의 

학비는 스스로 마련할 줄 아는 자주적인 학생 

모든 일을 즐기며, 최선을 다해서, 미래를 준비하는 

삶. 

자유와 낭만을 만끽하며 열정을 간직하는 것이다 

놀때 신나게 놀고 공부할때 열심히 

미래를 향한 비전을 세우고, 열정적으로 도전하며, 

인생경험을 쌓아야 한다 

Table 3: An Example of the Color-coded Survey Results 

Given these thematically coded visuals, the American students were encouraged 

to notice fundamental cultural differences, without stumbling over linguistic problems 

and also to spend time on pondering the “hidden” cultural implications and outliers in the 

survey data. As students were doing group work, I provided linguistic and analytic 

assistance, and also my own perspectives on the issues if asked. The students often drew 

semantic maps, hypothesized the cultural implications of the emerging patterns, and 
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generated questions and issues for weekly online discussions with their foreign peers. A 

student from each group shared with the whole class her group’s observations, 

interpretation of the patterns, questions, and hypotheses. To prevent students from 

interpreting the survey data passively, I reminded them that these codes were my own 

initial interpretation of the data, and could be personally biased. I also encouraged them 

to disagree with my analysis and suggested how they would code the data differently. I 

also refrained from giving direct answers to students’ questions or confirming their 

hypotheses immediately. Rather, I provided some background but tried to direct them to 

consult with their Korean peers in online forums. 

Unfortunately, this pre-online discussion activity and teacher guidance in the 

American school was mostly absent in the graduate school in Korea. Mr. Choi anticipated 

that it would be challenging to allot his class time to the project, since his graduate course 

was already quite demanding. Further, as he was in his second year of professorship at a 

recently-founded graduate school, his workload was extremely high. Thus, during the 

initial stage of partnership establishment, we agreed that I would take charge of the 

project. So, every Thursday after my class, I emailed his students a class handout, 

including color-coded survey results, a summary of interesting perspectives that emerged 

in my class, and instructions for participating in the online discussion. I emailed the same 

material to the Korean graduate students in the American university as well. 

Teachers in other European language-based telecollaborative studies mostly had 

their students analyze survey responses from scratch. This promotes students’ analytic 

skills. However, teachers may find my color-coding technique useful when there is a 

significant gap in students’ linguistic abilities or when instructional support between the 

two classes differs. This technique allowed the American students in lower-level courses, 
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both true beginners and Korean heritage learners, to experience cultural components of 

language instruction without becoming intimidated by their low language proficiency.  

Korean graduate students also reported in the interview that they found the color-coded 

survey responses compensated for the lack of instructional support and enabled them to 

participate in the online forum. Despite these safeguards, there was a still severe 

imbalance in teacher guidance and in-class activity between the two groups. I will discuss 

in the findings sections how this shaped student participation and affected their learning. 

Online Discussion Forums 

Previous telecollaborative projects implemented various types of communication 

tools to suit their purpose and tasks. These have included synchronous or asynchronous 

modes, or a combination of the two (O’Dowd, 2005). For several reasons, I chose a text-

based, asynchronous, online discussion for the main communication mode for this 

project: it was the most suitable for in-depth discussion, it would facilitate students’ 

ability to provide well-explained information about both cultures, and it would encourage 

critical reflection on the intercultural material and their interaction, rather than chit-

chatting (O’Dowd, 2005). Class-to-class synchronous communication was not used 

because of the 14-hour time difference between the schools (the Korean students met 

once a week on Fridays from 1 pm to 4 pm in the afternoon (10 pm to 1 am on Thursday 

nights in the U.S.) whereas the American students met Monday through Thursday from 8 

am to 9 am). 

Students collaborated on a series of tasks via the website 

http://www.interculturalll.com/koreaUS/, which was set up exclusively for this 

intercultural project. The course management software Moodle was used due to its clear 

layout, password-protected accessibility, and user-friendliness. Below is the front page of 
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the website. The project was titled Intercultural Communication in Third Space, and often 

was referred as ICTS project. 

 

Figure 1: Front Page of Project Website 

Table 4 shows general information about the students’ online forum activity 

organized around nine weekly themes, for a total of 85 topics and 1052 posts. 

 
Week Theme # of Topics # of Posts 

3 Images of American and Korean culture 18 120 
4 School and College Life 13 71 
5 Perception toward America(n) and Korea(n) 9 75 
7 Love and Marriage 10 117 
8 Korean film and its American remake 11 188 
9 Pop Culture 10 146 
10 Social values and Phenomena 5 147 
11 Politics 4 80 
12 Family 5 108 
  85 1052 

Table 4: Number of Topics and Posts 
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The following image is the forum page for week seven to discuss love and 

marriage. Every week, I opened four separate forums for each set of color-coded survey 

results that were discussed in class, so that students could refer to the data as they were 

commenting. For example, four out of five forums that I opened for week seven dealt 

with survey results; there were three qualifications (for your future spouse): going on a 

date, premarital cohabitation, and public display of affection. Also, any student could add 

a topic related to the weekly theme. In the example, topics the students added were 

marriage (location), unwed mothers in Korea versus American, dowry, marriage 

(Korean), and differences in wedding ceremonies in the U.S. vs. Korea. 

 

 

Figure 2: Weekly Forum Page 

While students had access to any forum once it was published I encouraged 

students to participate in a four-day, short span: from every Friday to the next Monday 

(often extended to Tuesday when the participation was low). This was (1) to facilitate 
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students’ intense discussion when their memory about in-class discussion was still fresh; 

(2) to ensure students’ posts were read and students responded promptly. This was to get 

the discussion rolling dynamically, with as many students as possible logged in during 

the short span; and (3) to give them some time to reflect on their experiences, before they 

turned in their weekly reflective journal on Wednesdays. 

Reflective Journal 

After the online engagement, students were required every week to turn in via 

Moodle a one-page reflective journal in their native language. This was a useful research 

tool to access learners’ internal learning processes, which are usually inaccessible to 

researchers (Mackey & Gass, 2005). In general, it is a powerful learning tool to facilitate 

students “deep-learning”. This refers to students’ ability to critically reflect on their own 

thinking and respond to their experiences, through thinking aloud their learning process 

(Gipps, 1994). For the first few weeks, students were guided to reflect upon (1) how the 

intercultural interaction and material affected their knowledge and attitudes toward both 

cultures, (2) the perceived miscommunication or uncomfortable moments during the 

interaction, with the potential meanings of such critical incidents, and (3) further inquiries 

and issues that were gained from the online discussion. However, I discontinued these 

guiding questions after a few weeks, once I believed students had a better understanding 

of the project procedures to expand students’ range of reflection. 

Procedure of Implementation 

I will describe how the project was executed in chronological order. Although the 

tasks were mainly organized around online discussion about culture survey results, other 
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tasks were also incorporated to facilitate online interaction. Find the summary chart of 

online tasks, their goals, and schedules in appendix D. 

During week one, students were asked to write a short paper about their 

preconceived ideas about the target culture, their inquiries about the culture, and areas of 

interest to be explored through the project. This assignment was to activate students’ 

awareness of their preconceived ideas about the other culture, prior to the exchange. It 

also informed the instructor of the students’ areas of interest; this was to be reflected in 

designing tasks and culture survey items. 

During weeks two and three, I created the online questionnaire using Survey 

Monkey, and had both groups complete it in their L1. In the meantime, students wrote 

their mini-biography in the forum, where they introduced to their foreign peers culturally-

specific aspects of their life experiences, their identities, as well as some biographical 

information. This self-disclosure was included in the early phase of interaction for two 

purposes: (1) to a build personal relationships among students, which is considered 

facilitative of rich telecollaborative exchange (O’Dowd, 2007), and (2) to raise awareness 

among students of the diversity and multicultural character of this community, instead of 

a dichotomous perception of Koreans VS. Americans. The following week, American 

students as a group shared what they found interesting in their Korean peers’ biographies 

and discussed the cultural implications of their findings. 

During week three, students were required to upload a picture with annotations, 

from their own daily lives, which they thought included information representative of 

their own culture. In class, I used several photos that the graduate students had uploaded, 

and encouraged my students to imagine what cultural implications they held, in order to 

form questions for later online discussion. 
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As I described earlier, during weeks 4, 5, 7, 9, 10, 11 and 12, students analyzed in 

class four sets of responses to the survey items, using the results as a springboard to 

discuss the results' cultural implications with their foreign peers online. 

During week 14, students wrote a re-conceptualizing essay that was paired with 

their first conceptualizing essay. This encouraged them to revisit their prior conceptions 

of the target culture and their own culture, to synthesize their learning throughout the 

semester, and to reflect upon their learning process throughout the semester. 

Overview of Topics and Participation Patterns 

Table 5 provides number of topics, title of each discussion thread, topic initiator, 

and the total number of posts by week and semester. This frequency analysis shows that 

the participation between the two groups was lopsided in terms of topic initiations and 

number of posts. In this table, T stands for the teacher of the Korean class. If T is 

accompanied by a student’s name in parenthesis next to it, it means that the cultural 

survey chart was first posted by the teacher without any texts message, and was 

commented on by the student who initiated its topic. Title of thread marked with * 

indicates discussion focusing on the cultural survey charts. K and A stand for a Korean 

graduate student group and an American group respectively. 
 

Table 5:  Overview of Topics and Participation Patterns 

 Forum Topics Topic Initiated by Number of Posts 
 K A K A T Tot

al Korea US 
W 
3 

1. Fraternity Minwha   1 0 3 0 4 
2. Korean Valentines Anne   3 0 8 0 11 
3. Love, Relationships, Courtship & Marriage Erin   1 0 2 0 3 
4. Controversy with 2pm Jaebum Tuan   2 0 7 0 9 
5. Early marriage?  Minyeon   1 0 5 0 6 
6. Eating on campus? Drinking on campus?  Minkyung   3 0 8 0 11 
7. Dining alone??  Hyemi   3 0 1 0 4 
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Table 5, cont. 

 

 Forum Topics Topic Initiated by Number of Posts 
 K A K A T Tot

al Korea US 

W 
3 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

8. Personal space?  Rebecca   0 1 2 0 3 
9. Rankings in schools  Curtis   0 0 1 0 1 
10. Questions!  Jennie   0 1 4 0 5 
11. Holidays  Josh   0 2 4 0 6 
12. Blood Type? Personality Traits?  Kay   4 0 7 0 11 
13. A good conversation starter?  Jonghyun   3 0 8 0 11 
14. High school life Minha   3 0 5 0 8 
15. My thoughts... Shannon   1 1 5 0 7 
16. Liberty in North Korea  Bob   0 0 6 1 7 
17. Korean Music  Yen   0 0 2 1 3 
18. Koreans and Korean Americans  Neo   1 0 8 1 10 

    
6 

 
12 

26 5   
31 86 3 120  

W 
4 
 

1. Korean Reunion Erin    0 0 1 0 1 
2. Meals Jennie   1 0 1 0 2 
3. *A good college student is… T   2 0 3 1 6 
4. *Holding strangers’ bag  Anne   1 0 4 0 5 
5. *Regarding the culture survey Shannon   0 2 3 0 5 
6. Traveling Josh   0 1 1 0 2 
7. What is MT? Erin    2 1 2 0 5 
8. *culture of college life  T   1 2 6 2 11 
9. 축제Chook Jeh/Festival Rebecca   2 0 4 2 8 
10. Study and work, scholarships Hyein   0 1 2 0 3 
11. Saturday School Curtis   1 0 1 0 2 
12. Prom Jonghyun   5 0 4 0 9 
13. *Senior-junior relationship in college  T   1 1 8 2 12 

    
2 

 
8 

16 8  
24 40 7 71 

W 
5 
 

1. *US/미국 T    0 2 2 1 5 
2. *Korea/ 한국 T   2 2 5 2 11 
3. what is 정 Tom   1 0 2 0 3 
4. *Americans/미국 사람 T (Philip)    3 4 12 1 20 
5. Traits describing America Kay   2 0 4 2 8 
6. Korean Thanksgiving Josh   0 0 1 0 1 
7. *Korean/한국사람 T   1 4 5 5 15 
8. Expression of emotion Johnny   0 1 2 0 3 
9. Impressions of American people Jennie   4 1 4 0 9 

    
0 

 
6 

13 14  
27 37 11 75 
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Table 5, cont. 

 

 

 Forum Topics Topic Initiated by Number of Posts 
 K A K A T Tot

al Korea US 
W 
7 
 

1. Differences in wedding ceremony US vs. 
Korea 

Hyein    0 3 7 0 10 

2. *Public display of affection T (Hyein)   1 1 11 1 14 
3. Marriage (age issue) T   5 1 10 1 17 
4. Marriage (Korean) Rebecca   3 2 6 0 11 
5. dowry Hyeyeon   1 1 3 0 5 
6. Unwed Mothers in Korea vs. America Erin    2 0 5 0 7 
7. Marriage (Location) Jonghyun    1 0 3 0 4 
8. *Premarital cohabitation  T (Philip)   3 1 11 2 17 
9. *Going on a date (Nervousness ) T   4 2 14 1 21 
10. *3 qualifications (for a future spouse)  T (Kay)   4 1 5 1 11 

    
4 

 
4 

24 12  
36 75 6 117  

W 
8 
 

1. Gumdo/Kendo Bob   1 0 4 0 5 
2. Celebrating anniversary T   0 2 10 1 13 
3. Drunk on the subway Shannon   5 2 13 0 20 
4. "Just friends"-an ambiguous relationship Erin    5 1 12 0 18 
5. Drinking in Korea Philip   12 1 15 7 35 
6. Relationships when in the Army Anne   3 0 8 0 11 
7. College Life Jennie   10 0 8 0 18 
8. Beds? Tom   5 0 11 0 16 
9. Army Service Anthony   10 2 16 1 29 
10. Siblings Yen   0 2 9 0 11 
11. Delivery Men Josh   1 2 9 0 12 

    
0 

 
10 

52 12  
64 115 9 188  

W 
9 
 

1. TV commercials & popular entertainers Hyein    3 1 9 0 13 
2. Strength and weakness Jonghyun    3 1 12 0 16 
3. The Korean Film Industry Erin    0 1 8 0 9 
4. Korean Dramas Philip   2 0 18 0 20 
5. Entertainment industry  Hyein    0 2 9 0 11 
6. TV Variety Shows Jessica   4 0 10 0 14 
7. kpop auditions in the Us Tom   0 1 6 0 7 
8. Nudity or erotic scene on TV Minyoung   2 1 11 0 14 
9. Korean pop music becoming sexy? Rebecca   6 0 14 0 20 
10. Who is your favorite Korean musican? Seongjae   2 0 20 0 22 

    
5 

 
5 

22 7  
29 117 0 146  
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Table 5, cont. 

The range of topics was largely determined by the instruction and the pre-selected 

material of the survey response. This was because the culture survey analysis was the 

central activity of this telecollaboration project. Topics were more likely to be bound to 

the cultural survey results during weeks 4, 5, 7, 10, 11, and 12 (as indicated by *) 

whereas during weeks 3, 8, and 9, the forum was less structured and open to cultural 

inquiries. As far as topic initiation was concerned, American students initiated the topic 

1.6 times more than the Korean participants. This frequency analysis shows that the 

participation between the two groups was lopsided in terms of topic initiations and 

number of posts. American students attributed the lack of topic initiation on the Korean 

side to their partners’ lack of interest in American culture and the activity itself. For 

 Forum Topics Topic Initiated by Number of Posts 
 K A K A T Tot

al Korea US 
W 
10 
 

1. *Plastic surgery Curtis   17 1 27 5 50 
2. *Successful life T (Erin)   13 2 16 2 33 
3. *Holding a bag T    2 1 13 2 18 
4. *Eating alone T (Anne)   1 1 17 1 20 
5. *individualism T (Kay)   4 1 15 6 26 

    
0 

 
4 

37 6  
43 88 16 147  

W 
11 
 

1. *민주주의/ Democracy T   0 0 7 3 10 
2. *North Korea/북한 T   5 1 15 3 24 
3. *US-Korea relations 한미관계 T (Kay)   2 1 14 2 19 
4. *A good president is … T(Hyemi)   8 1 13 5 27 

    
1 

 
1 

15 3  
18 49 13 80  

W 
12 
 

1. *A good parents  T   2 1 7 1 11 
2. *slapping your child for discipline Minyoung   9 0 20 1 30 
3. *You can't afford the $6000 tuition Anne   5 0 14 1 20 
4. Oldest child Tom   4 0 5 0 9 
5. *Living with parents after marriage Minyoung   14 0 23 1 38 

   
2 

 
2 

34 1   
35 69 4 108   

 Total number  20 56 307 676 69 1052 

 Average per person 1.7 2.8 26 34   
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example, Erin felt “It was kind of one-sided that the American students were the ones 

who choose what to talk about” (Interview). Rebecca also wondered “why the Korean 

students did not ask many questions of us” (Interview). 

The total number of posts between the two groups also indicated that the 

participation was lopsided. Taking the different size of each group into account, the 

average number of posts for the American was 34, while the average number of posts for 

the Koreans was 26. It should be noted that Minyoung posted 155 messages out of 307. 

She occupied 50 percent of the total number of posts on the Korean side. Given her 

dominance, the gap between the two groups was actually even wider. The list of thread 

titles gives a glimpse into what students discussed.  I will discuss how such divergence in 

participation impacted the online discussion by closely looking at segments of 

interaction.   

METHODS 

Rationale for the Research Methodology 

This study examines what constitutes the multiple systems in which students’ 

online discussion is situated, and how students interact with this given learning 

environment, to generate affordances for intercultural learning. Given the nature of the 

questions being asked, a qualitative research paradigm is particularly appropriate. The 

qualitative paradigm assumes that multiple realities exist and individuals co-construct 

them with their social worlds (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005; Merriam, 1998). A qualitative 

approach is used to describe phenomena in a natural setting and tries to understand the 

phenomenon from an insider’s viewpoint, thus taking an emic perspective (Merriam, 

1998). Qualitative research often employs an inductive, theory-generating mode of 
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inquiry rather than a deductive, or theory-testing mode. Further, it pursues an 

understanding of “how” social experiences and their meanings are created and stresses 

revealing how all the parts work together in the process to form a whole (Merriam, 1998). 

This approach coincides with an ecological research framework which informs 

the present study. The goal of ecological research is to discover how the constituent parts 

of educational ecosystems (students, teachers, classrooms, school, district, community, 

computer network, etc.) form a whole (Blyth, 2008). From this perspective, the present 

exploratory and descriptive study attempts to maximize the contextual information 

surrounding the online interaction, to see where and how pieces of the ecological puzzle 

fit in the much larger educational ecosystem (Blyth, 2008). Therefore, the study focuses 

on explaining fully the systems in which the online interaction is nested and the 

relationships among their systemic levels. 

This study also employs qualitative case studies to particularly address the second 

research question: how do students approach the online discussion activity and generate 

affordances for their intercultural learning within the given environment? Yin (2008) 

asserts that proper research questions for case studies should ask “how and why?” rather 

than asking the results of controlled-behavior events. My study does not intend to 

measure tangible and countable evidence to test whether the cross-cultural 

telecollaboration increases students’ intercultural competence or not. Instead, the study 

focuses on a rich description of how students make meaning of the social world in which 

they are situated, and to interpret their intercultural experience in a naturally-occurring 

dialogue in an online environment. This question is in line with Yin’s criteria. Further, a 

goal of the ecological research framework, which is highly context-oriented, is to 

particularize a phenomenon rather than generalize it. This further adds a rationale for case 
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studies. In this regard, the qualitative research framework—descriptive, explorative, 

interpretive—is suitable for investigating the open-ended processes of students’ 

intercultural learning experiences, embedded as they are in larger social contexts. 

Data Collection Procedures 

Data for the study were collected for a 28 week period in July, 2009 to February, 

2010. Data collection had three phases: the first six-week goal was to design the project 

and set up the partnership. The second 14-week term was the instructional one, where the 

project was executed as a class activity. The last eight-week term was devoted to post-

project interviews with participants. The multiple data sources I collected included 

naturally-occurring online interaction, interviews with participants, and students’ course 

assignments (reflective journals and papers). These multiple methods and sources 

provided for triangulation of data and thick description, and thus enabled the 

establishment of research credibility. I will now describe the data collection procedures 

and each data source. 

Recruitment 

The first phase of data collection included designing the project and recruiting a 

partner institution. Before I conceived the long-term telecollaboration project, I 

conducted a six-week long intercultural mini-project which paired an accelerated Korean 

class that I was teaching as a teaching assistant with a volunteer group of Korean 

undergraduate students who were interested in English learning. Using this online 

project, I created a demonstration video to show the purpose of the telecollaboration, the 

week-by-week procedure, tasks, schedule, student work, and anticipated learning 

outcomes. I contacted three university English programs and two departments across 
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three large universities in Korea. I met several program directors, explained the project, 

and got permission to send out an invitation email to a large number of instructors. 

However, it was extremely hard to set up the partnership with unknown instructors. 

Because I was aware that cooperation between teachers is a prerequisite for success in 

telecollaboration, I contacted Mr. Choi, my former graduate colleague, to see if he was 

interested in the project. After Mr. Choi obtained permission from his school, we agreed 

to implement the telecollaborative project as a part of our syllabus, to improve the quality 

of the course. 

The four Korean graduate students who participated in the study were my 

colleagues at the American university in which I was enrolled. As we were all EFL 

teachers, we often shared research ideas and teaching experiences. The other teachers 

found out about my project from these conversations. They volunteered to participate in 

the project in the hope that they would gain insights into how research is conducted for 

their upcoming thesis projects. They further wanted to find out more about this project as 

a potential teaching innovation they might employ when they return to their teaching 

contexts after graduation. One of the five students was enrolled in the special education 

program and participated in the project out of interest in culture learning. However, these 

graduate students’ participation fluctuated week-by-week and drastically decreased 

toward the end of the semester as they became busy with course work and their own 

projects. When emailed for a post-project interview, only one responded. 

Obtaining Informed Consent 

Because American students were enrolled in my own class, I implemented several 

safeguards to ensure that they felt free to refuse to participate without an undue sense of 

pressure. For example, at the beginning of the project, the study was explained to the 
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students by a third party. The students were assured that they were free to refuse to allow 

their online interactions and project-relevant assignments to be analyzed for research 

purposes, even though those works were part of the course requirement. I did not have 

access to the consent forms until the course grades were posted. After the course was 

over, the third-party again contacted the students with the invitation email recruiting 

volunteers for post-project interviews. They could respond directly to the third-party to 

let her know of their decision. If they chose to ignore the message, this was the simplest 

way to indicate that they were choosing not to participate. I collected the consent form 

no. 2 from the volunteer participants at the beginning of the interview. They were told 

that their participation was entirely voluntary, and that they could refuse to participate in 

the interview, or stop participation at any time. 

To prevent the Korean students’ pressure to consent (out of their concern for their 

course grade) instead of sending the invitation to their teacher, I sent it to them for an 

interview. I flew to Korea and obtained consent for #1 and #2 from the volunteers at the 

interview during December 2009 and January 2010. Students who did not volunteer for 

the interview were sent consent form #1 via email and asked to respond with their 

consent. 

Data Sources 

Written Transcript of Online Interaction 

This study follows the tradition of classroom research in which the naturally-

occurring classroom discourse provides a linguistic, social, and cultural lenses to reveal 

the inner nature of how individuals manage the world through their use of words 

(Cazden, 2001). This study particularly focuses on naturally-occurring discourse in the 
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online discussion activity, which is embedded in the course syllabus. The students’ nine-

week long forum writings, a total of 1042 posts on 85 topics, were collected. The words 

of a non-participating student were deleted from the written transcripts. 

Student Reflective Journal and Paper 

The students’ weekly reflection journal was collected, intended to be a useful 

research tool to access learners’ internal learning processes (Mackey & Gass, 2005). This 

proved to be a particularly important type of data; it assisted my interpreting the student’s 

online discourse. A detailed explanation and rationale for the weekly reflection journal 

was mentioned earlier. Stimulated recall was not considered to be a way of looking at 

students’ reaction to their learning during the semester. This was because it was 

important for me not to know who did or did not agree, in order to prevent students from 

feeling pressured to participate out of their concern for their grade. The students’ pre/post 

project papers—on conceptualizing target culture and then re-conceptualizing target 

culture—were collected. In the pre-project paper, students were prompted to reflect on 

their current perception and knowledge about the target culture and how those 

perceptions have been formed, as well as what inquiries and areas they hoped to explore 

through the project. The post-project paper encouraged the students to re-conceptualize 

the target culture based on their intercultural experiences throughout the semester, to 

reflect on their experience in the online intercultural communication, and to evaluate the 

project for how it could have affected them differently. 

Teacher-Researcher Reflective Journal 

As I was the teacher/researcher on the American side of the exchange, this study 

may be considered qualitative, participatory, teacher research. Further, since I played 
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multiple roles in executing this project and am also deeply involved in the data itself, it 

was important to reflect on myself, and how these multiple roles, along with my presence 

as a teacher in class may have influenced the data collection and analysis. On the one 

hand, it was such a privilege to conduct research as teacher of the class; I was able to 

observe the entire class for a prolonged time, and interact with the students. This 

prolonged, direct engagement with American participants provided invaluable 

information in understanding them both as students and as people, and also in interpreting 

their online communicative actions. However, my subjective insider stance also presented 

challenges in maintaining objectivity. 

One strategy to separate my teacher self from my researcher self was writing a 

teacher/researcher journal. From a teacher perspective, I kept a journal with notes as a 

“learner of teaching” (Ware & Kramsch, 2005), to improve incorporation of a 

telecollaborative project into a language course. From a researcher perspective, I kept 

notes and memos about critical events, for later analysis. Throughout the semester, I 

strove to balance these two roles; I participated in the online discussion as a teacher to 

provide students with guidance, yet also tried not to participate too much in the student 

forum. I also tried to immerse myself in the data, yet also strove to distance myself from 

it, to ensure that my impression about certain students did not color my interpretation of 

their participation in the online forum. 

Interviews 

Interviews provide data that are not directly observable by the researcher, such as 

students’ self-perception; conversational features in interviews help elicit more data 

(Mackey & Gass, 2005). A number of telecollaborative FL studies have used interviews 

to complement the researcher’s understanding of student-produced online interaction 
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(O’Dowd, 2003; Thorne, 2003). In this study, interviews provided a chance to re-check 

my interpretations of the participants’ reflective journal. In particular, in-depth interviews 

with Korean participants were necessary to understand the project context, and to know 

their feelings and attitude toward the project, if they were not revealed in their formal 

paper. 

After the courses ended, I conducted semi-structured interviews (Merriam, 1998) 

with seven American students and one Korean graduate student at the American 

university. I flew to Korea and interviewed five graduate students in Korea. The 

individual interviews were conducted in the participants’ native languages and lasted 

from one hour to two hours. Students were interviewed on their overall experience of 

engaging in the project. The interviews consisted of four sections: (1) background 

information to elicit their level of exposure to the foreign language and culture, (2) 

students’ overall reflection on their experience, including how expectations, motivations, 

and approaches to communication have changed over time, (3) their evaluation of online 

(mis)communication, (4) evaluation of the project for its better implementation, and (5) 

further definition of culture and intercultural competence. After the course ended, I 

conducted an interview with Mr. Choi in his native language. Specifically, I asked him 

about his classroom context, curriculum, feedback from his students, evaluation of the 

project, and expectations and beliefs about telecollaboration. 

Data Analysis 

Broadly speaking, this study takes an interpretivist, qualitative approach in 

collecting and analyzing data (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). It also adopts Grounded Theory, 

which consists of a set of plausible relationships proposed among individual concepts and 
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sets of concepts (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), using constant comparative methods and 

discourse analytic research method. 

The Constant Comparative Method 

Bronfenbrenner’s (1993) concept of educational ecology as a nested system 

provided the framework for this study; however, the model does not provide specific 

analytic categories to describe participants’ behaviors, or the components of the 

multilayered systems in which the online discourse is embedded. Therefore, I analyzed 

the data inductively, using the constant comparative method to describe and label the 

ecosystems. I began with an open-coding procedure through which I developed 

categories, themes, and descriptions of properties of each system initially emerging from 

the data. These initial categories provided a way into the axial coding procedure, in which 

I examined those categories and hypothesis across various sources of data for confirming 

or contradictory evidence. During this process, categories were continuously compared 

and combined with other data points, to generate a new category; also system properties 

were refined. This coding was an on-going and recursive process, because I was building 

an ecological model to address the first research question, as well as investigating 

individual learner cases to answer the second research question. These emerging themes 

further informed me of what discourse patterns and features were worth further 

investigation, and also what analytic tools might be useful. 

Discourse Analytical Method 

Broadly speaking, Gee’s notion of "big D Discourse" (Gee, 2005) and the 

ecological theory of language (van Lier, 2000, 2004) guided my discourse analytical 

work. An ecological view of language states that “language is always a meaning-making 
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activity that takes place in a complex network of complex systems that are interwoven 

amongst themselves, as well as with all aspects of physical, social and symbolic worlds” 

(van Lier, 2004, p. 53, as cited in Levine, 2011). In this theory of language, 

interpretations of linguistic action should not be limited to words and sentence patterns 

themselves, as stated earlier. This ecological linguistics framework also resonates well 

with Gee’s notion that “language has meaning only in and through social practices” (Gee, 

2005, p. 8). To clarify this view, Gee makes a distinction between “discourse” with a 

little “d” and “Discourse,” with a capital “D”. Small d discourse refers to language-in-use 

or stretches of languages on site whereas big D “Discourse” refers to language as it is 

fully integrated with all the other elements in social practices: They include “language, 

actions, interaction, ways of thinking, believing, valuing and using various symbols, 

tools, and objects to enact a particular sort of socially recognizable identity” (p. 21). In 

other words, Discourse includes “what happens when people draw on the contextual 

knowledge they have about language, and on situated knowledge based on their 

memories of things they have said, heard, seen, or written before, in order to do things in 

these worlds” (Schallert et al., 2008, p. 714). From this perspective, Discourse is more 

than language, and is highly context-related. 

In addition, Goffman’s notions of “frame,” “footing,” and “alignment” provided 

useful discourse analytic tools in my study. In elucidating the nature of frame, Deborah 

Tannen (1993a) makes distinction between “structures of expectation” that are associated 

with situations, objects, people, and so on, and “interactive frames” that is, what people 

think they are doing when they talk to each other (p. 6). The former, also referred to as 

knowledge schemas, puts forth that “on the basis of one’s experience of the world in a 

given culture (or combination of cultures), one organizes knowledge about the world and 
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uses this knowledge to predict interpretations and relationships regarding new 

information, events and experiences” (Ross, 1975, as cited in Tannen, 1993b, p. 16). The 

latter are frames in Goffman’s sense: that is, how people interpret the ongoing 

communicative event, and their understanding of what game is being played (for 

example, are they joking, lecturing, or arguing? Is this a fight or is it play? etc.). Tannen 

(1993b) stated that the interaction between these two types of frames—the schema model 

and the interactive frame—can elucidate the complexity of human verbal behavior in 

interactions. As another way of talking about a change in our frame for events, Goffman 

(1981, as cited in Tannen & Wallat, 1993) used the term “footing”. The term, footing is 

used to describe an alignment between a speaker and the other participant that is 

constantly being changed through various projections of the self (Goffman, 1981). 

Frame analysis was very useful in my study; the concept of structures of 

expectation was useful in illuminating macro-level frames; these included the ideologies, 

cultural assumptions, and values which underlay students’ online interaction. It further 

informed on how such knowledge schemas provided participants’ expectations on what 

can happen. Also, it elucidated how to interpret what was said and done by other 

participants: the interactive frame. Further, the notions of “footing” and “alignment” were 

also very useful, as I delved into a line-by-line analysis of the online interaction. The 

analysis focusing on frame, footing, and alignment showed how multiple frames were 

operating in the interaction, how shifts in footing trigger re-framing the event, and how 

such shifts negotiate interpersonal relationships or alignments. In the next section, I will 

describe my data analysis procedure. 
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Procedure of Data Analysis 

Phase 1: Preliminary Analysis 

The goal here was to get the “wide-angle” picture, and to allow the themes of 

students’ participatory patterns to emerge for further analysis. Specifically, I reviewed the 

entire discussion chronologically, making notes on which topics were chosen and 

developed, or not, each week; what participants were doing together in each thread; and 

making notes on the major activities. I also marked the location of critical posts that 

seemed to significantly influence the way discussion was unfolding. At the end of this 

stage, I came up with a table of weekly topics, topic initiators, and the number of replies 

for each thread, then identified topics that were engaged further by participants, and those 

that faded out. I noted that the discussion consisted of mixed genres of communicative 

activities, ranging from chit-chatting type Q & A sessions, exchanges of opinion, and 

academic discussions, to argumentative debates, depending on the topic. I also noted that 

participation between the two groups was lopsided in terms of participatory roles and 

genres. The developing hypothesis was that students’ discourse patterns were 

significantly related to topics, participant roles, and writing genres. Bearing these 

discourse features in mind, I moved on to the next phase of analysis. 

Phase 2: Construction of the Model 

Now having more descriptive information as to who was doing what in the forum, 

from my relatively distanced point of view, I then proceeded to examine each student’s 

combined reflective journals along with their interview transcripts, to better understand 

their online communicative behaviors. I examined these two data sets using the 

qualitative text analysis software Maxqda, looking for themes that explained approaches 

and features, such as choice of topic, participant role, and genre as they emerged in the 
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previous phase. The weekly reflective journals included their perception of how topics 

were discussed, how they felt about the topics and interaction, and their unanswered 

inquiries. These gave me a particularly strong sense of participants’ emic construction of 

the events. It also supplemented the etic analysis of participatory patterns, from my own 

researcher’s viewpoint. Constantly comparing the emerging themes across the interview 

and reflective journal data, and then returning to the online transcript of their journal 

comments, I was able to identify and label the emergent components of each layer that 

influence students’ local online interaction. At the end of this phase, I built the onion-

inspired ecological model of this intercultural interaction, where the three different layers 

of online discourse, institutional/instructional setting, and larger social contexts of 

cultural values were interlocked in dynamic nested systems.   

Phase 3: Microanalysis of Discourse 

Considering the defining features of the online discussion (findings from the 

initial analysis) as well as themes relevant to each layer in the model, (findings from 

phase two by cross-checking across multiple sources), I went back to the online data and 

reread the posts to look for confirming and non-confirming evidence. Then, I selected 

what I determined to be critical incidents that showed how each element was 

linguistically manifested in the online discussion. In this process, I selected excerpts for 

microanalysis that brought all the elements together. This was to illuminate the findings; I 

submitted them to careful discourse analysis, using the analytic tools of frame, footing, 

alignment, topic development, use of pronouns, etc. 
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Phase 4: Case Analysis 

Having constructed this ecological model, I moved on to analyze three individual 

cases, to investigate how they navigate these systems and generate affordances for 

learning. Examining the entire online data multiple times enabled me to purposefully 

sample three key participants: Erin, Bob, and Minwha. I printed out and read three key 

participant posts, both individually and chronologically, focusing on what each individual 

was doing throughout the discussion: what discourse moves they commonly made, and 

what impact they did or did not make. I examined each student’s critical posts in the 

discussion thread, to keep abreast of how it worked in the discussion. This analysis 

generated themes regarding both their approaches to the task and language use. These 

were again cross-checked with their interview sources, reflection journal, and formal 

paper. The entire data-analysis process was very recursive: all these phases were repeated 

and overlapped. 

Trustworthiness 

In qualitative studies, trustworthiness of the conclusions reached from the data is 

an important issue, because the researcher herself is considered the primary instrument 

for data collection and analysis (Merriam, 1998). According to Lincoln & Guba (1985), 

trustworthiness of qualitative studies involves establishing (1) its credibility to deal with 

the question of how research findings match reality, (2) dependability or consistency of 

the findings throughout the data, and (3) generalizability or transferability of the findings 

to other contexts. Guided by these components, I employed several procedures and 

techniques to ensure trustworthiness: clarification of researcher’s biases, triangulation, 

member checks, peer-debriefing, and thick and rich description. 
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Researcher’s Biases 

Given the subjective nature of qualitative research, a researcher’s biases—

assumptions, world views, and theoretical-orientation views—should be identified, 

addressed, and confronted at the outset of the study, as they greatly influence her 

interpretations of information (Banks, 1998; Merriam, 1998). Stating my background, 

experiences, and positionality from the beginning assists readers to make sense of my 

interpretations. I will describe my language learning and teaching background, and my 

beliefs about the intercultural aspects of language learning. 

I occupy a similar role to that of the participants, who are graduate students in 

TESOL programs and English teachers. This provides benefits in my interpretations of 

the data. On the one hand, as an insider Korean, I can use shared cultural repertoires to 

better interpret the Korean participants’ choices of lexical items, communicative actions, 

and intentions expressed in English, because these are often directly translated from 

Korean. Being a member of the Korean English-teacher community enables me to relate 

to their teaching experiences, and also how culture is or is not integrated into language 

courses in the Korean educational systems. 

Despite these cultural and professional identities shared with my participants, my 

teaching experiences in both English and Korean, and the privilege of living abroad, have 

awakened me to the value of intercultural work in language teaching and learning. In the 

past, although I was aware of the importance of culture in language instruction, my 

approach to teaching culture in English class in Korea was limited to randomly 

introducing Korean students to textbook-based cultural knowledge, mostly about 

American culture. This was often accompanied by stories of my study-abroad 

experiences, to highlight their exotic aspects. The object of instruction was the target 
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culture, without considering my own or the students’ culture. However, when I started to 

teach Korean at the American university as a T.A., my students asked many questions 

that I did not have the immediate answers to. Thus, my recent two years of Korean-

language teaching at the American university prompted me to look at my own culture and 

language, once taken-for-granted realities, from different perspectives. Students’ 

questions about the Korean language made me even more aware that culture is deeply 

embedded in language, and made me believe in teaching “culture as language”. 

These challenges in teaching my own culture taught me that learning about 

culture does not lie in native speakers’ transmission of cultural knowledge to learners, but 

in the negotiation of multiple meanings, cultures, and identities that are enacted within 

intercultural communication. I believe in the positive effects of forming a learning 

community, which allows students’ co-construction of the learning through interaction, 

dialogue, and collaboration. In this light, I especially believe that class-to-class 

telecollaboration has great potential for assisting students in achieving intercultural 

competence, as they engage in intercultural communication with equal status, building an 

online community of learning. During this study, I strove to be aware of my deep-seated 

beliefs, experiences, and passion for intercultural language learning, and to be careful not 

to simply mirror my own voices in interpreting the data. 

Triangulation 

Another critical way to ensure the trustworthiness of the findings is through 

triangulation. Merriam states that triangulation is achieved by “using multiple 

investigators, multiple sources of data, or multiple methods to confirm the emerging 

findings” (Merriam, 1998, p. 204). In this study, my data analysis was a recursive 

process, in which I continuously compared and cross-checked emerging themes across 
74 

 



multiple data sets. These sets were collected at different times, as Merriam (1998) 

suggested. For example, when I noticed a participant’s changes in language use and/or 

topic shifts, I checked with her reflective journal, to possibly provide information about 

her intention, feelings, interpretation of contexts, etc. Then, I went over the entire online 

interaction data to see if such instances occurred at other times. Then, I checked the 

theme with her interview data and essay paper to look for confirming evidence. 

Member Checking 

Member checking is a process of testing data, analytic categories, interpretations, 

and conclusions with the participants from whom the data was originally collected 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985). According to Merriam (2009), member-checking is one of the 

most important techniques in qualitative research; this is to preclude the possibility of 

misinterpreting the meaning of what participants say and do, and help identify the 

researcher’s own biases which might lead to misunderstanding the data. Therefore, 

during the interviews, I conducted member checks with participants on my understanding 

of their reflection papers and online interactions. I also checked with Mr. Choi during the 

interviews to check my understanding of his situation. 

Peer Debriefing 

Another strategy to enhance credibility in a qualitative study is peer debriefing, 

i.e. asking peers to comment on emerging findings (Merriam, 1998). A peer review of 

data, emerging categories, and conclusions sheds light on the researcher’s biases in 

interpretation, and allows an opportunity to rediscover meanings (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985). Throughout the study, I met several times with my dissertation advisor to discuss 

my findings, both to maintain reflexivity and to gain different perspectives on my 
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findings. One of my colleagues, an American ESL teacher and Ph.D. student who has 

extensive experience in working with Korean students, also provided valuable outsider 

perspectives. 

Thick and Rich Description 

In qualitative research, the researcher does not aim to find out what is generally 

true of the many, but aims to gain an in-depth understanding of a particular, small, 

nonrandom sample (Merriam, 1998). Nevertheless, to enhance the transferability of the 

results to other contexts, the present study attempts to depict the situation in enough 

detail for readers to determine how congruent their situations are with both my research 

situations, and the applicability of the findings (Merriam, 1998). 
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Chapter 4 Findings Part I 

In this chapter, I will present the ecological model of telecollaboration for 

intercultural learning that emerged from the data. First, I will illustrate the multiple 

ecologies of students’ online interaction and how these layers relate to form a whole. 

Second, I will perform a microanalysis of selected examples to illustrate how these 

elements in the broader social systems manifested in the local online interaction.    

ECOLOGICAL MODEL OF TELECOLLABORATION FOR INTERCULTURAL LEARNING 

In van Lier’s perspective of ecological linguistics, the interpretation of linguistic 

action is not limited to words and sentence patterns; it also includes physical and social 

properties of the world (2004). Proceeding from this perspective, the following graphic 

represents the ecological metaphor where Korean and American students’ online 

interaction for intercultural learning is embedded in multiple ecologies of sociocultural 

contexts. Figure 3 illustrates the multi-layered relationships among various contexts that 

are in dialogue with student’s construction of online discourse. The model shows that 

students’ local online interaction is nested in the larger social systems of institutional 

setting and cultural values. I will begin with descriptions of the macrosystem, then move 

to the mesosystem, and finally examine how topic development and discourse roles are 

negotiated at the local level within these multiple systems.  
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 Figure 3: Ecological Model of Telecollaboration for Intercultural Learning 

Macro System 

The outer layer, the macro ecological system, represents the social, cultural, and 

historical dimensions in which the telecollaboration is nested. Potentially, this layer 

encompasses the whole world that is available to participants as they make meaning of a 

situation or an activity at hand. However, a full description of this whole world is 

impossible. At the same time, there is danger of subjectivity in selectively classifying the 

context, as has been criticized in the “bucket-theory”, where one tries to reduce the 
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sociocultural context into a set of categories (Drew & Heritage, 1992, as cited in van 

Lier, 2004). Therefore, in applying an ecological approach to the complexities of context, 

I was guided by two principles in my data-driven specification of this system: first, I 

focused on the contextual information participants were aware of and on which they 

acted. I also included the contextual particulars that participants may not have overtly 

addressed, but are still relevant for the online interaction. From this perspective, the 

following components emerged as most relevant to participants’ joint activity: ideologies 

of ethnic, cultural and social groups; cross-cultural concept of discussion; and societal 

Discourses referred to as Big “C” conversations in Gee’s term (2005). I will illustrate the 

characteristics of each component to provide the global level contexts in which students’ 

online interaction was nested.  

Ideologies of Ethnic, Cultural, and Social Identities 

The first components of the macrosystem are the ideologies of ethnic, cultural, 

and social identities that the participants drew upon. While it may be unstated, there are 

culturally specific ideologies, assumptions, and stereotypes of what it means to be called 

label X in society Y (Choi, 2010).  As Pavlenko and Blackledge argued, “language 

choice, and attitudes are inseparable from political arrangements, relations of power, 

language ideologies, and interlocutor’s views of their own and others’ identities” (2004, 

p. 1, as cited in Choi, 2010). Participants in this study adopted a more rooted identity 

based on ethnicity, nationality, and race as they positioned themselves and others. 

Students used various labels to identify themselves and others such as  “Asian-

American,” “Native speaker of Korean,” “ Native,” “foreigner,” “White,” “multi-ethnic 

American,” “ethnic minority,” “Korean-American,” “hyphenated,” “Gyopo” (a Korean 

term referring to ethnic Koreans who were born and raised outside Korea), and 
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“Yuhaksaeng” (a Korean term referring to a [Korean] student studying abroad).  The 

meanings of these labels are not neutral, and are inseparable from how each label is 

defined and viewed in a particular society.  

In the study, the graduate students in Korea dominantly drew upon these 

categories and pre-determined their own and others’ positions accordingly. Mr. Choi’s 

following comment illustrates the rigidity of group identity that his students gave to their 

American partners: 

Upon looking at the picture of the Korean class, they asked immediately, ‘They 
are Koreans, aren’t they? Didn’t you say they were Americans?’ In the 
beginning, they were excited about the project, to work with Americans students 
in the U.S. From the moment they saw the picture, they started to have resistance 
to the project, they seemed to be intimidated by the dominance of Asians in the 
class….Students asked me if I was sure that none of the Americans could speak 
Korean... I think their motivation dropped because the project did not meet their 
expectations of their partners being real and true Americans…(Translated 
Interview, my emphasis in bold) 

Mr. Choi’s report indicates that the Korean students seemed to have a dichotomous view 

of group identity. They believed that if somebody is of Korean descent, or has an Asian 

look or speaks Korean, s/he is not an authentic American. Korean participants in the 

study positioned American students as “Asian,” or “Gyopo” as if people have easily 

describable, stable, predictable identities. Such reductionist views obscured the potential 

richness of American students as multicultural beings who cannot be defined by one 

label. Such misconceptions caused the Korean students to have a negative outlook on the 

learning outcomes and adversely affected their motivation.   

These Korean participants’ pre-positionings of their partners, based on ethnicity 

and race, is connected to larger social schemes and language ideology in Korea. In the 

following interview, Mr. Choi, as a director of a teacher education institute, hints at how 
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native speakership of English is understood in Korea, and how the society defines Gyopo 

and its attendant assumptions. He reflected as such: 

Foreign languages especially English holds a prestigious status in Korean 
society. Koreans in general seem to have an implicit expectation that their 
teachers or their learning partners will be white. This is something that I didn’t 
expect to be relevant to my students. Once they opened the box, they realized, 
“Oh, they are not white…they are “Gyopo.” [Tone of disappointment]… Gyopo 
English teachers in secondary schools are often told to pretend they do not speak 
Korean, to disguise themselves as American.  Once students find out that a Gyopo 
teacher can understand Korean, they start to joke around, speak Korean, and mess 
up the class rules. They don’t try hard enough to communicate in English in class 
anymore like they would with a white American teacher, because they expect the 
Gyopo teacher will fill the gap with his/her knowledge about Korean culture and 
language. I think the same thing might have happened in the telecollaboration. 
(Translated Interview, my emphasis in bold) 

As Mr. Choi pointed out, the dominant senses among Koreans is that the term 

“American” means Euro/white American. This is largely due to the fact that the term 

Gyopo refers to Koreans who migrated to other countries and grew up elsewhere, which 

separates Korean-Americans from Euro/white Americans (Danico, 2005). Therefore, the 

concept of Korean-American is foreign to Koreans in the homeland, and Gyopos are 

considered fellow Koreans. Although the term Gyopo refers to diverse diasporic 

communities, it also refers to returnees who were born and raised in the U.S. specifically. 

According to Wiggin (2010), Koreans welcome the many ethnic Koreans raised abroad 

who come each year to reconnect with their roots, but they also judge these Gyopo by 

very high standards, expecting them to fit in seamlessly. Because of their high 

expectations, Koreans will try to be helpful and friendly in teaching Gyopos improved 

cultural and linguistic competency, and in extreme cases,  to “convert or reform them 

[Gyopos] as Koreans” (Wiggin, 2010). In the study, Korean participants viewed these 

Gyopo participants as fellow Koreans who were obligated to learn about their roots. Such 
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assumptions positioned Korean participants as “teachers of Korean culture” to American 

participants, and thus, Korean participants dominantly played the role of answerers and 

information providers.   

In addition to the rigid positioning of ethnic identity, Korean participants in 

particular were influenced by the gap in age and social status between the two 

participating groups. As Minyoung reported in her interview, “I remember a lot of my 

classmates were saying, ‘(Sigh), what on earth are we doing with these kids?’” The 

Korean students seemed to view their partner group not as equal peers but as their 

juniors. Mr. Choi also reported in the interview, “I got the feeling they were acting as if 

they were their seniors.” Jonghyun’s reflective journal showed the most extreme end of 

students’ perceptions of unequal status:  

This is more like a parent-child relationship. This is quite perplexing. What am 
I supposed to say in the forum? I understand that the discussion is organized 
around culture, but would they be able to understand the culture of my 
generation? Further, am I able to provide knowledge about the age group that they 
want to know about? How will I benefit from this? Knowing very little about the 
partners, this activity leaves very little room for mutual understanding and I 
doubt its outcome will be of any benefit. (Translated Reflective Journal from 
Week 3, my emphasis in bold) 

These Korean participants’ approach to telecollaboration cannot be properly 

understood without reference to the cultural significance of age and social status 

associated with teachers in Korea. Under Confucianism, which penetrates every aspect of 

contemporary Korean culture and mentality, respect for the elderly is crucial in 

interpersonal relationships. Even a year difference between individuals means that they 

are not equal and the younger one has to address the older person with respect as –eonni/-

nuna, or –hyeong/oppa: older sister or -older brother. Elders also carry a socially and 

implicitly-ascribed obligation to be the role-model and take care of younger individuals. 
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In addition to age, social status is also an important factor in Korean relationships. 

Teachers’ rights, roles, and responsibilities are widely debated in the United States. 

However, President Obama mentioned in his speech on education, “In South Korea, 

teachers are known as ‘nation builders’” (Dillon, 2011), and the profession has a much 

higher status in Korea. Confucianism emphasizes education and learning, thus, the status 

of teacher commands respect and the responsibility to become a role model (Robertson, 

2002). Given this cultural background, it is not surprising that Jonghyun thought this 

telecollaboration was a wrong fit for his values and benefit.   

As discussed earlier, many Korean graduate students in this study assumed that 

Korean-Americans, so-called Gyopos are racially and culturally Korean. As Kim (2009) 

explains, this is because Korean society conflates race and culture (e.g., “Korean blood 

explains our diligence”; “Koreans naturally love kimchi”) (Kim, p. 307).  However, 

studies that have looked at Korean-Americans’ experiences of visiting their ethnic 

homelands to connect with their roots report that many felt they were “cultural 

foreigners” (Choi, 2010; Kim, 2009, p. 305). Their failure to gain acceptance as a cultural 

member is due to Korean society’s narrow definitions of cultural “Koreanness” (Kim, p. 

305). According to Kim, Korean-Americans’ limited facility in Korean language and 

history, their self-presentations, dis-conforming to Confucian norms, as well as styles of 

dress and make up (so-called Gyopo style) are considered foreign to the eyes of Koreans. 

Therefore, Korean-Americans’ visits to their ethnic homelands prove them to be 

culturally more American than South Korean (Choi, 2010; Kim, 2009; Wiggin, 2010).  

However, in the U.S., Korean-Americans are often viewed as inauthentic 

Americans, and racial foreigners because “Asian-Americans’ foreignness is defined in 

relation to the authentic and deserving Americans, a status held by whites” (Lipsitz, 1998, 
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as cited in Kim, 2009, p. 306). Further, there is an expectation that Asian-Americans will 

practice “Asian cultural behaviors to match an Asian racial phenotype” (Tuan, 1999, as 

cited in Kim, 2009, p. 307) in the U.S., as Tuan (1999) illustrates by citing white 

Americans who hold a bias against Asian-Americans who act “white.” The following 

common questions serve as examples of this ideology: “Where are you really from?”, 

“Don’t you know your language, your country?” (Kim 2009; Tuan, 1999). These 

questions would be less relevant to U.S. inhabitants of European descent in the U.S., 

because their racial features are not salient.  

In this study, Rebecca, the only white student in the class, mentioned these 

ideological practices.   

I am a kind of intimidated by the class. It’s VERY VERY Korean already.  
Because it is like I am the white girl. I think they know more about it [Korean 
culture] than I do. Even if they are not Korean, they are usually Asians. So 
they have similar upbringing or similar ideas about it and so I am like, I don’t 
know much… I don’t know anything about it [she refers to a Korean-American, 
Bob’s post of his own picture of doing calligraphy wearing the Korean traditional 
costume, Hanbok]. I am not Asian, any kind of Asian… Maybe I only know 
what I’ve read or seen on a movie or something but I don’t have first-had 
experience passed down or anything .I will just listen…it seems like I can’t 
discuss it if I don’t know about it. (Interview, interviewee’s emphasis 
capitalized; my emphasized in bold) 

Important to note is that Rebecca referred to her classmates as Asians or Koreans as if 

they are not even Americans or Asian-Americans.  She assumed that all her Asian-

American classmates were culturally identical relative to white Americans who do not 

share any racial features or ancestral traditions with them.  Further, she referred to Bob, a 

highly proficient Korean-American classmate as a “native speaker [of Korean]” 

(Interview). In so doing, she conflated race, culture, and language in defining her 

classmate’s identity, as if these qualities were naturally given. Therefore, Rebecca’s 
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description of her classmates as Asian or Korean, highlights the problematic American 

conception of race that considers Asian-Americans as “racial foreigners” (Kim, 2009).  

However, Erin’s post challenges this common association of Asian-Americans 

groups with Asia and shows that these ethnic, racial, and cultural categorizations do not 

always line up. Erin, a Turkish-Korean-American described that her motivation for this 

project was to have a more sophisticated relationship with her Korean mother’s culture.  

She clarified that she “considers herself an American, a multi-cultural and multi-ethnic 

American” (Forum). She further emphasized that it is a misconception that all Korean 

immigrants practice Korean culture and have deep knowledge about the Korean culture.  

I feel like, the knowledge that a lot of us Korean heritage speakers or Korean 
immigrants have about Korea and Korean culture, even though we have a lot of it, 
it’s still from the outsider’s perspective, even I think for people, like Bob [the 
Korean-American to whom Rebecca referred to as a native speaker in her 
interview], who are really immersed in Korean culture and who seemed to be 
really fluent at least from my perspective…I still think he has a one sided view of 
Korean culture that he inherited from his parents and his friends who are also 
Korean immigrants and Korean Americans. 

Erin’s remarks indicate that there are different ethnic and cultural practices in which 

racially mixed Americans engage. As illustrated above, both societies have different 

categorization schemes and neither fully account for Korean-Americans’ cultural and 

ethnic affiliations or identity construction. At the crossroads of the two societies, young 

Korean-Americans find themselves facing an “authenticity dilemma” (Tuan, 1999), that 

is, they are either racially “too Korean” to be seen as authentic Americans in the U.S. or 

they are culturally “too American” to be accepted as Koreans in their homeland.  

To conclude, the power relations among races in the U.S. incentivized Erin to 

reframe the topic of plastic surgery in Korea in terms of cultural imperialism and the 

erasure of ethnic minorities’ racial features in week 10. I will delve into the plastic 
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surgery forum in the microsystem to show how these public debates of ethnic minorities 

influence topic development and how she uses her identity as a tool for negotiating her 

discourse role. Further, in the case studies section (Chapter 5), I will unpack how two 

American students, Erin and Bob, wrestled with their respective identities, and how this 

was manifest in their approaches to—and their participation in—the project. 

Cross-cultural Concept of Discussion   

The second element of the macro system that shaped participants’ construction of 

local talk is the cultural genre of communication, particularly that of discussion. 

According to Goffman’s (1986) notion of frame, people within a society or a culture 

share, to a certain extent, principles of organization that govern social events and 

expectations about interaction in general, or specific to the speech event. The cultural 

script, in the present study, relates to the questions, “What does it mean for Americans or 

Koreans to discuss culture?” and “What constitutes discussion and what are the 

appropriate ways of discussing?” In the study, the instructor broadly framed the activity 

as “online discussion with your foreign peers for intercultural learning” (Syllabus). While 

the students believed they were doing the same activity of “discussing,” the two groups 

framed the activity differently. 

The Korean end of the telecollaboration viewed the task of discussion as an 

exchange of generalized cultural information. There was a dominant sense among Korean 

participants that this was a forum to provide correct answers to the cultural inquiry that 

their foreign peers posed. Minhye, a Korean graduate student shared this view and said, 

“I didn’t always have answers. I wanted to answer their inquiry but I didn’t have 

knowledge about, for example, Korean politics. Honestly, I let others [her Korean 

classmates] who have knowledge answer those.” This indicates an underlying assumption 
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that only someone with specific cultural knowledge can represent Korean culture 

legitimately. Minjin’s following statement also supports her task perception as reaching 

absolute cultural knowledge. She said, “My participation was limited... A lot of times, 

what I had in mind to say was overlapping with somebody else’s answers to the [inquiry] 

in the forum, I didn’t feel it necessary to write the same thing as others” (Post-project 

Reflection Paper). This indicates that once the absolute truth-value of Korean national 

culture was reached, other Korean members did not need to repeat the same “answer” to 

validate the knowledge given. Therefore, it can be inferred that the Korean end of 

telecollaboration perceived the online discussion as a way to reach the absolute cultural 

truth value of each national culture, and their role was to provide factual information 

about Korean cultural practice and generalized explanations of the phenomenon under 

examination.  

In contrast, the American students framed the discussion as sharing opinions. 

Rebecca, an 18-year-old American student, well summarized her classmates’ view that 

sharing personal opinions is an important aspect of discussion:  

I think they [Koreans] tried to use KOREAN CULTURE a lot. Normally.  As a 
whole. I kind of wanted to learn more about what each person specially believes 
about a lot of things...some topics don’t have a direct answer. The one about 
plastic surgery, again. It was a good example of like, back and forth. “It’s good,” 
“It’s bad,” “It’s for the person to decide.” I wanted to know “What do YOU 
think?” and “What do YOU think?” [with pointing gestures]. But I think some 
people were afraid to give their own individual [opinions]. They tried to be like, 
“culturally and generally Koreans think”…But you can’t really speak for 
everyone. (Interview, interviewee’s emphasis is capitalized)  

Rebecca’s comments highlight the discrepancy between the two groups in framing 

discussion as a pursuit of knowledge vs. sharing personal opinions. Her comments further 

underscore the two groups’ conflicting beliefs about opinion presentation. As mentioned 
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above, Korean participants assumed that there are general collective opinions that the 

majority of Koreans have on certain issue and focused on presenting them. In contrast, 

American students believed that an individual can only represent his/her opinion. Such 

misalignment is clearly shown in Rebecca’s argument that “you can’t really speak for 

everyone” and Minwha’s sense of “obligation to inform [non-Koreans] of Korean culture 

as a diplomat representing Korea” (Post-project Reflection Paper). 

This misalignment brought about misinterpretation of their foreign peers’ 

participatory behavior. The Korean participants thought they had already (silently) 

expressed their opinions by not objecting to the prior answers their fellow Koreans 

posted. They viewed posting to simply say that they agreed with somebody else 

unnecessary unless they had different information to add to the point. In contrast, the 

American students felt that diverse personal opinions were lacking from the Koreans’ 

participation.   

To conclude, although the instructor framed the task as “discussion,” it was wrong 

to assume that the term discussion was self-explanatory or culturally neutral to the 

participants. Students showed differences in their perception of the task, which led to 

divergent expectations for the communicative genres of online discussion. Such a clash 

of expectations led to participants’ misunderstanding of their foreign peers’ intentions 

that “some people are only arguing and forcing their idea to others” from the Koreans’ 

perspectives and “hiding personal opinions” from the American students’ perspective.  

Societal Discourse (Big “C” Conversations)  

As I discussed in the beginning of this chapter, there is a connection between 

local talk and the larger social structure. On certain controversial issues such as abortion, 

smoking, feminism, and racism, people are often aware of the various sides and 
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arguments around the issues, how they are talked about, and who is on what side.  As Gee 

(2005) pointed out, people bring in this ever-present knowledge to their interpretation of 

a text or interaction and in their formulation of their own speech and writing. He called 

such public debates, arguments, motifs, issues, or themes “Conversation” with a capital, 

“C”. As Conversations are “the product of historical disputes between and among 

different Discourses” within a society (Gee, 2005, p. 50), certain issues that are 

commonly understood in American society may be unknown to members of Korean 

society. For example, Koreans living in a relatively mono-ethnic country may not be 

aware of various societal discourses on racism, affirmative action, and ethnic minority 

issues. Further, they may not be aware of how these issues have historically circulated in 

a multitude of texts and media in American society, or of the cultural values and themes 

that enter today’s Conversation 

In this study, students drew on their own societal discussions, Conversations, to 

organize their stance toward controversial topics. These included premarital cohabitation, 

public display of affection, and plastic surgery (PS). Of these, participants particularly 

responded to the topic of plastic surgery with most replies. As they constructed local 

interaction on this topic, students drew on “various sides” of the Conversation available 

in their society. For example, American students drew on Conversation about self-

acceptance and implications of ethnic minorities’ whitening in the context of a multi-

racial society. Korean students also employed existing Korean Conversation that PS is an 

acceptable way of self-management. In the microsystem section, I will describe how 

these Conversations were enacted in students’ topic development in the plastic surgery 

forum.              
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Mesosystem 

The middle layer of the ecological model represents the institutional contexts in 

which the telecollaboration was set. As described above, students enter an institution, a 

classroom, or an activity with varying expectations, belief systems, values, and life 

experiences, which are inseparable from larger social practices. At the same time, these 

students’ individual frames of interpretation for contexts and tasks can be adjusted 

depending on what is made relevant in the instructional setting. The following 

components emerged as relevant in shaping students’ participation in the project: (1) the 

way that telecollaboration was integrated into the course, and (2) the teachers’ instruction 

in class.  I will describe how these institutional settings influenced both groups of 

students’ approach to, and participation in, the project.  

Integration of Telecollaboration into the Course (in Korea)  

The relation between the project and the course set significant constraints on the 

Korean graduate students’ participation during this telecollaboration. First, Korean 

students viewed the project itself as a wrong-fit for their graduate content course, a 

TESOL methodology course. They reported in the interview that they believed the 

project goal was irrelevant to their course objectives, i.e., how to teach listening and 

speaking. Further, they pointed out that the project should have been integrated in a 

course specifically about American culture. Mr. Choi’s following statement points to the 

mismatched views between himself and his students on the integration of the project into 

the course:  

I felt that the project would work out at the beginning. Seen from the broader 
perspective, the course “how to teach listening and speaking” is basically about 
how to teach and learn a foreign language, English. In that sense, I thought this 
intercultural project would be an extremely meaningful activity that deserved to 
be integrated into my course. Half way in the semester, I was shocked that my 
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students argued with me and said, “We don’t see why we are doing this.” and 
“What does this have to do with this course?” I thought I did convince them to 
see the significance of this project because I handed out the article on the Cultura 
Project and required them to read it. (Translated Interview, my emphasis in bold) 

Mr. Choi explained that students did not share his view of intercultural competence as a 

goal of foreign language education or that the project could help them achieve these 

objectives from a broader perspective. Based on these reports, Mr. Choi and the students 

entered the project without common footing as to how the project fit with the course 

objectives and their broader goal of foreign language education. 

Second, Korean students attributed their low participation to the course’s heavy 

workload and institutional requirements. Minwha expressed frustration: “We had to do 

three writings every week just for this course, on top of all the work for our other courses. 

We had to write in the intercultural forum, write the reflection and write another 

reflection paper on weekly readings of articles and the textbook.” Students were further 

required to give a presentation on a selected topic or teach a demonstration for 

listening/speaking skills. Many students felt the project was overly burdening. As Minah 

reported, “The project itself became a separate course in addition to the original course. 

We felt we were taking two different courses with two moodles for each” (Interview). In 

addition to the heavy course work, half of the graduate students were working on their 

master’s theses, which held priority over the forum activity. Minah said:   

Although I knew that this project was going to be fun, it was just impossible to be 
active online because I had begun my thesis which was my priority. So, I couldn’t 
help but be passive. I logged onto the Moodle later only to find out what other 
people had said. Their ideas preoccupied me before I had developed any personal 
thoughts to contribute to the forum. Then, all I did was to agree with other 
Koreans or answer the questions that American students asked. (Translated 
Interview) 

91 
 



Teacher Instruction (in Korea)  

The absence of teacher instruction and classroom activity also shaped students’ 

motivation and participation on the Korean end of the telecollaboration. While it seems 

odd that a teacher would withdraw instruction from a teaching context, Mr. Choi had 

different beliefs about the instructor’s role and the agency of his students for learning.  

He said:  

They are not undergraduate students. They are graduate students. They are all 
experienced teachers. So, it was out of the question to me they would take full 
charge of their learning if I motivated them in the beginning...The topics were 
easy for graduate students to talk about. I didn’t feel it necessary to talk about it in 
class….I had no doubt that everybody would actively participate in the project as 
I assigned 30% of the course grade to this project. (Translated Interview)   

Mr. Choi assumed that learning autonomy was ingrained in graduate students and/or 

language teachers, and that the topics chosen did not fit with the level of intellectual 

activities in which graduate students are normally engaged. Further, he mistakenly 

believed that evaluation would motivate students.  

However, many Korean students struggled to figure out what to write in the 

forum; in their weekly reflections, they pointed to the lack of instruction as a cause.  

Minah reported, “Without any preparation prior to participating in the online forum, it 

was quite burdensome to read what had been already posted to figure out the flow the 

discussion before I wrote anything; I felt that each of us was on our own for participation 

outside the class” (Interview). Minhye also felt she lacked knowledge about both 

cultures, which hindered her participation. “I mistakenly assumed I would have 

knowledge of both cultures simply because I am Korean and I have experience living 

abroad.  There were a lot of times I just simply didn’t know what to write” (Interview). 

Writing reflection was painful to some students, as Minwha reported with a sigh, “When 
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I and my classmates were writing the reflection paper together, we agonized to come up 

with content. We might have been motivated to write the reflection paper if we were 

given an opportunity to discuss the content in class.  Many of us were like, ‘Gosh, I have 

got nothing to say in the reflection paper.’”(Interview) In addition, Seongjae, who rarely 

participated in online discussion said, “The heavy grading weight on this project did not 

motivate me enough because I wasn’t sure how this was going to contribute to my 

learning.” These student reports clearly suggest that there was a significant gap between 

Mr. Choi and his students in their view of the role of instruction, evaluation, and 

accountability for intercultural learning through telecollaboration.  

To conclude, the institutional context in which the Korean side of the 

telecollaboration was nested placed significant constraints on students’ motivation and 

participation in the project. Without teacher guidance to help see how the project fit the 

objectives of the course, and further of the broader goal of foreign language education, 

students struggled with the heavy workload, heavy grade weight, and lack of instructional 

support.  In addition to the ideology about Gyopo that I discussed in the macrosystem, 

these institutional contexts adversely shaped their roles as information providers or 

answerers.     

Integration of Telecollaboration into the Course (in the U.S.) 

While the Korean end of the telecollaboration found it challenging to integrate the 

project into a graduate content course, it was relatively easy to help the American 

students view the project in accordance with their language course objectives. The 

balance between the cultural and linguistic aspect of language was emphasized, as the 

syllabus clearly stated the goal of the course as “Promoting the understanding of Korean 

culture and raising critical intercultural awareness as well as achieving intermediate 
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beginner level proficiency in the skills of speaking, writing, listening and reading in 

modern Korean.” Contrary to the graduate students who thought of the project as a misfit 

for their course, American students generally found this online telecollaboration as an 

innovative and exciting opportunity. Further, they evaluated the project as beneficial for 

their learning.   

Despite the emphasis given to culture learning as a course objective, relatively 

less grading weight (15%) was given to the project. About 82 % of the class hours (3 ½ 

hours) were devoted to linguistic aspects of language learning during the week. Class 

lessons included my lectures on grammar, pair work on grammar exercises, listening to 

and reading the texts, role-plays, speaking activities, as well as games etc. However, the 

biggest asymmetry between the two classes in terms of the instructional setting was that 

18% of the American class hours, approximately 30-45 minutes a week, was devoted to 

in-class discussion of the cultural survey results as a preparation for the following online 

discussion. Despite the smaller grade weight given to the project, American students 

reported that they felt that the project was well integrated into the language course, and 

that they received the instructional support from their teacher.  

Teacher Instruction (in the U.S.) 

On the American side of the telecollaboration, the teacher’s instruction and 

comments influenced student participation in two ways: Teacher instruction not only 

provided the students with scaffolding in understanding the cultural implications of the 

survey data set, but also directly influenced what they actually wrote in the forum. 

Rebecca’s commentary indicates that the teacher’s instruction prepared them before they 

entered the online forum. 
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I thought the class discussion was the best time. The teacher really led us through 
because sometimes we didn’t know how to follow up with a question from the 
color-coding. She would guide us to ask this online and to think about this over 
the weekend so that we could either ask or come up with questions through 
research. She showed us how to take what we might have thought and to form it 
into a question or guide us to have questions about it. Sometimes, she brought up 
something similar on the topic and then we would have questions about it. So, 
even it wasn’t on the list [survey responses], she would point it out and we’d say 
like, “Oh, what is this? Or why is it that way?” (Interview) 

As Rebecca stated, class discussion and the teacher’s comments, guided students’ 

formation of questions, provided them with unstated cultural information, and expanded 

their thought processes prior to the online forum. Therefore, student entered the forum 

with a prepared set of questions, a rough understanding of the cultural differences from 

the survey results, and some plausible explanations.  

Given this scaffolding, American students often directly referred to their teacher’s 

comments in their posts, expanded the class discussion in the online forum, and asked 

their foreign peers’ opinions about them. Excerpt 1, drawn from the week 10 online 

forum on the topic of individualism, shows this process. Names on the left column 

indicate who the post in the right column is addressed to. The name of the poster appears 

in parenthesis right to the post #.  

Excerpt 1: Individualism Forum  

Address
ed to all 

1) (Minjung)

 

1 
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Minjung 2) (Kay) Is individualism generally a bad concept in Korea?  I know 
many people, including myself, generally have this conceptual idea 
of America as a land full of individualistic goals/life.  According to 
the chart, there seems to be a lot of negative association regarding 
individualism among the Korean students.  I think professor Park 
also mentioned that '개인주의' might have been a negative term for 
individualism? Or that it was not the best translation of the 
term. Any insights to this? 

2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 

Kay 
 

3) (Hye-yun) I agree that Koreans have a little bit negative conception 
of individualism as our culture is based on mutual help. I understand 
individualism does not have an implication of selfishness but it 
sounds so. 

10
11 
12 
13 

Hyeyun 4) (Anne) It was said that the word individualism was translated into a 
not so fitting Korean word. When I think of individualism I think of 
creativity but it seems to be seen as selfishness. 

14 
15 
16 

In this example, I posted the cultural survey chart as a springboard for further 

online discussion. Responding to the survey chart, Kay (#2) opened up the discussion 

with a lead-in question, “Is individualism generally a bad concept in Korea?” This 

confirmation question reflected the tentative conclusion drawn about the implications of 

the survey results in class.  In line 6-8, he directly referred to his teacher’s in-class 

commentary that the Korean equivalent of individualism has negative associations and/or 

was it possible that the word had not been appropriately translated. He ended the post 

with an invitation to his foreign peers for plausible explanations for the phenomena under 

examination. Hyeyun, a Korean graduate student in the U.S., confirmed Kay’s hypothesis 

about Koreans’ general negative view on individualism. Anne repeated her teacher’s in-

class comment as such “The word individualism was translated into a not so fitting 

Korean word.” To conclude, the teacher-led in-class discussion on the American side 

shaped American participants’ roles as questioners, in contrast to Korean participants’ 

roles as answerers and information givers in the online discussion. 
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Microsystem 

In the previous sections, I explicated the two layers of the sociocultural contexts 

in which the telecollaboration was embedded. I defined the different levels of contexts 

and their components, and illustrated how they related to shape student’s approach to the 

telecollaboraiton and their participation in the online discussion. The inner layer of the 

ecological model of telecollaboration represents the very local online discourse that both 

groups of students jointly construct. In this section of microsystem, I will examine the 

two constitutive features of online discourse (1) topic choice, shifting, and development; 

and (2) discourse roles.  

The central thesis underlying this model and this microsystem is that discourse is 

both a local process and a global process. As Erickson illustrates:  

In the multiple ecologies of talk, the interaction is done locally in an immediate 
ecology of co-presence among particular person who interact within an immediate 
social environment. Yet, the local conduct of talk is influenced by the aspects of 
global in their reach across spans of social time and space…(2004, p. 108)  

Given these mutual influences, I will examine how students negotiated (1) topic 

development and (2) discourse roles as they responded to the interactional demands of 

the immediate environment (local process) and how the macro systems that I discussed in 

the previous sections impact this negotiation (global process).  

I will use an example of the plastic surgery forum drawn from week 10 for the 

microanalysis. I purposefully selected the plastic surgery forum for two reasons. First, 

this forum generated the most replies.  In addition, this topic generated keen interest in 

the students’ reflective journals. Further, six interviewees reported that this topic led to 

the most memorable discussion. Most strikingly, the reflective journals showed that the 

Korean graduate students and American students had divergent reactions to their 

experience of participating and reading this forum. Many American students felt it was 
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“interesting,” “heated," “controversial,” “slight argument,” “hot topic.” In contrast, 

Korean students wrote that they had uncomfortable feelings: that it was “offensive,” 

“judgmental,” and “Some American students ramrodded their own cultural values down 

others’ throats rather than trying to understand the other country” (Hyemi, Interview).  

Second, I selected this forum for closer analysis because it demonstrates how 

local and global structures influenced the construction of students’ online discourse. I 

must acknowledge that this forum is not a representative pattern of Korean-American 

interaction. However, this forum shows that student discussion unfolded in an unusual 

way to meet the communicative demands that are renewed at every successive moment at 

the local ecology of talk. At the same time, it shows how the forum is also under the 

influence of macro-level expectations in which some American students approached the 

forum as a space for opinion clashes or debate, while the Korean students adopted the 

roles of cultural informants or teachers. I will begin with how topic was created, shifted 

and developed through both local and global processes.  

Topic Development as Local Process   

In this study, topic was not a static entity or mere object of speech, but a dynamic 

entity with generative power and living force. Topic was not confined to a single 

discussion thread; rather it had generative influences across the forum. That is, the 

emergence of a current topic and the way it developed was not arbitrary, but rather it was 

connected to its proceeding topics and the way they were discussed. The following 

examples of the K-pop music becoming sexy forum (week 9) and the plastic surgery 

forum (week 10) demonstrate this evolutionary life of a topic.  In the following chart, key 

words from each discussion drawn from week 9 and 10 are listed in time order. Similar 
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ideas are coded in the same color to show how ideas transferred within and across the 

forum.     

   
W
9 

Forum 
K-pop music becoming sexy 

W 
10 

Forum 
Plastic surgery 

 K-pop as sexy:  
1) Western influence 
 2) Koreans accepting sexuality  
3) Obsession w/ body image  

 Korean entertainers’ PS 
Controversy 
Ethnic identity 
Western cultural imperialism 
American/Western standards of 
beauty 

Future generations Dynamics of power  
Practical reason for PS Media influence 

Korean entertainment industry 
responsible  

Medical purpose 

Girls themselves making their own 
choices 

Pursuit of happiness  
Sources of happiness 

Pressure for women 
dominance of American media 
creating idealized beauty across 
world  

Conformation to mainstream culture  
Loving one’s body 
Right/wrong reason 

Body image in a Korean drama Personal heritage 
History of power 

Korean standards of beauty  Minorities 
Koreans’ emphasis on underweight Self-confidence 
Photoshoped SNSD Danger of PS addiction 
Conservatism toward sexuality …. 
SNSD getting aesthetic procedure 
Rumor 

Table 6: Topic Evolution    

  I will begin with the K-pop music becoming sexy forum and show how the topic 

was suggested, shifted, expanded, and developed. Posts have been re-organized 
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chronologically in order to focus on the participants’ thought processes. Names on the 

left column indicate who the post in the right column is addressed to. The name of the 

poster appears in parenthesis next to the post #. The number to the right of the poster 

name in the parenthesis indicates that s/he posted multiple times in the forum.  I color-

coded the key ideas to show how a topic is developed.  

Excerpt 2: K-pop Music Becoming Sexy Forum 

Address
ed to all 

1) (Rebecca 1) Several songs, dances, music videos, and clothing 
styles of the Korean pop scene are becoming increasingly sexy. Do 
you think this is because they are adopting a more "western" 
approach? Or is the mindset of Koreans shifting to accept more 
sexuality in society, or perhaps becoming more obsessed with what 
is sexy and body perceptions/body image?  

 
Do you think these pop perceptions could harm the future 
generations, such as influencing girls to use sexiness to get far in 
life or to have negative body images, or men to have unrealistic 
ideas of the ideal body (male or female)? 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
 
7 
8 
9 
10 

Rebecca 
1 

2) (Shannon 1) When my cousin who is from Korea stayed with us for 
an exchange program she was obsessed with looking like the 
women in magazines. Some of the singers she had pictures of were 
wearing really "risky" outfits that looked very westernized. This 
same thing is happening in the US too, where girls are trying to 
look like stars or models who's photos are altered. 

11 
12 
13 
14 
15 
16 

Shannon 
1 

3) (Jessica 1) An example I can think of is the group Brown Eyed 
Girls.  They started their career off as ballad singers.  However, 
now they have done a total 180 on the type of songs they 
sing.  Their song Abracadabra is very different from ballad and the 
video is very risky!  …[part of the post left here] 

17 
18 
19 
20 
21 

Jessica 
1 

4) (Minshin) …These days so many young girls are on the stage and 
try to appeal with sexyness which is sometimes too much. I am 
sorry but I think that's not what the young girls chose with thier 
image but rather drove by the entertainment company to get a more 
popularity. 

22 
23 
24 
25 
26 

Minshin 5) (Minyoung 1) Minshin, I think it's not only the entertainment 
company but also the girls themselves who choose to look sexier. 
I've been a middle school teacher and saw girls who would be 

27 
28 
29 
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interested in appearing on TV shows put on make-ups to seduce 
boys! 

30 
31 

Rebecca
1 

6) (Erin 1) As far as the pressure for women to be sexy and the 
resulting negative/unrealistic body images, I think the media is very 
much responsible. 
I feel like this increasing pressure to have an idealized appearance 
is a universal phenomenon, not just American, but it might have to 
do with the fact that American media is consumed all over the 
world. And I certainly believe that these pressures are having a 
harmful effect on the self-esteems of many young women and men. 
For example, consider this heavily-doctored photograph from a 
Ralph Lauren campaign that ran in Japan, I believe. On the left side 
is the actual model, a thin but healthy-looking woman, and on the 
right is the image of her that was shown to the world as what a 
woman should look like. Here is a link to an article with more 
information:  

 

32 
33 
34 
35 
36 
37 
38 
39 
40 
41 
42 
43 
44 
45 

Erin 1 7) (Bob) ??? That is very strange. 45 
Erin 1 8) (Yen 1) That's so dangerous. To be that skinny.. I really dislike how 

the media is affecting young girls everywhere…[part left out]. 
Oh, anyway, back to Korean culture. I remember watching the 
Korean drama, "Boys Over Flowers," and there was a scene where 
they female lead's mother told her to stop eating because she was 
"fat." I was really shocked to hear that a mother would say that to 
her own daughter. She was already skinny as it is, too. So, I guess 
my question is, "What's considered beautiful in Korea--not the 
media version?" I ask because Americans have different types of 
people of different races and there are different types of beauty. 
There's the model pretty, the skinny type, the curvy ones, etc. Is 
there more than one kind of beauty in Korea? 

46 
47 
48 
49 
50 
51 
52 
53 
54 
55 
56 
57 

Yen 1 9) (Anne 1) …Koreans, or asians in general seem to see the ideal 
weight as what Americans would see as underweight or 
malnourished. This is why they would lack the curves that 

58 
59 
60 
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Americans would have so I think they're are either categorized as 
just fat or skinny. 

61 
62 

Erin 1 10) (Rebecca 2) SNSD Photoshopped:  
The Magic of Photoshop [linked to a gossip bulletin from 
www.allkop.com that is asking the viewers’ reaction to the gif 
animations of the girls before and after photoshop editing and about 
its secret release by someone] 

63 
64 
65 
66 
67 

Rebecca 
1 

11) (Yen 2) I feel that they are both, adopting a western kind of style 
and sort of accepting sexiness. However, I don't think the mindset 
of Koreans are shifting to accept more sexuality. I mean, I still 
think they are pretty reserved. I feel as though the media does what 
it wants. … 
As for the future generation, I do believe this can harm them. I was 
watching "The Women" the other day. [part left out] this little girl 
was smoking and when the lady asked her why she did it, the little 
girl replied, "..So I won't get hungry and eat...I just want to be 
skinny like there girls in the magazine." My jaw sort of dropped. I 
was really sad to hear her say that. I wouldn't want my child raised 
around this sort of media. How would you guys feel? 

68 
69 
70 
71 
72 
73 
74 
75 
76 
77 
78 
79 

Yen 2 12) (Jessica 2) … Also, I think it's so outrageous how Korea 
emphasizes on weight that much!  I feel like overweight people are 
frowned upon in Korea.  I understand it's unhealthy, but I'm pretty 
sure that they know that too.  No need to bring them down 
more....  Also, I heard that SNSD get receive shots in their legs to 
make it more pretty and attractive appearing.  I think that's going 
kind of too far to beautify their image and I don't think that's 
healthy for the body either. 

80 
81 
82 
83 
84 
85 
86 
87 

Jessica 
2 

13) (Anne 3) Shots..? I didn't know that they were That fake 88 

Jessica 
2 

14) (Rebecca 3 ) Like botox injections? 89 

Rebecca 
3 

15) (Jessica 3) I have no idea if it's botox or not.  It was just a rumor 
that I had read on the news.  The news said that they receive those 
shots to make their legs prettier because their legs are the focal 
point of their image if you haven't noticed..... 

90 
91 
92 
93 

The topic development in this forum can be summarized as follows: K-pop 

becoming sexy  media influence on body perception  dominance of American media 

creating idealized beauty across the world  Korean standard of beauty  Korean 

celebrities having cosmetic procedures. In this forum, Rebecca, the topic initiator framed 
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the scope of the discussion as western influence, Koreans accepting sexuality, and the 

obsession with body images as possible explanations for Korean pop becoming sexy. 

Shannon (#2), Erin (#6), and Yen (#9 and #12) adopted and developed the idea of media 

influence on unrealistic body perceptions. Especially, Erin evoked power dynamic issues 

(#6) and appropriated Rebecca’s “western approach” (line 3). She expanded the scope 

of discussion from K-pop and girls from a specific country to a universal gender issue 

regarding a forced idealized body image and the role of American media. Her frequent 

use of the words “pressure” for women and “world” evidence her attempt to shift the 

focus to gender, power, and an international context. She further provided heavily photo-

shopped pictures from an American clothing company’s international advertisement to 

support her assertion that the American media is responsible for women’s unrealistic 

body images worldwide. However, Erin’s attempt to investigate the topic from a global 

perspective was discouraged. Yen reacted to Erin’s shift in topic by saying, “Oh, 

anyway, back to Korean culture…” (#8, line 48) as if Erin’s comment was outside of the 

scope of the topic under discussion. Yen then switched the topic to Korean standards for 

beauty as she asked, “What is considered beautiful in Korea?” (#8) Finally, the 

discussion moved to rumors about Korean celebrities, SNSD, and getting an aesthetic 

procedure.   

In this example, Erin’s signal to expand the on-the-spot topic to the theme of 

power dynamics seemed to have failed. However, when the topic of plastic surgery was 

proposed in the following week (Week 10), these ideas immediately transferred and 

served as the foundation on which Erin re-framed the topic in terms of western influence 

on standards of beauty. The following transcript is taken from the week 10 plastic surgery 

forum, nested in the weekly theme of social values and phenomena. 

103 
 



Excerpt 3: Plastic Surgery Forum 

Addresse
d to all 

1) (Curtis 1) Is it common for korean entertainers to have plastic 
surgery?  

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 

Curtis1 2) (Tom 1) I heard that the double eyelid surgery is quite common for 
entertainers. 

Curtis1 
 

3) (Rebecca 1) I think rumors are extremely common but confessions to 
having it don't happen much probably because of the controversy 
surrounding the subject.. many people are quick to assume surgery, 
though, without considering makeup, aging process, photoshop. 

Rebecca 
1 
 
 

4) (Minah 1) Plastic surgery is not only concerned with the actress. 
Nowadays, many many normal women?, lady get an plastic surgery, 
and even many high school students also get an plastic surgery. the 
most popular part for the plastic surgery is to make double eyelids. 
and then the second popular part might be nose. It's not difficult to 
find out the people who get some plastic surgery, the confession of 
some actresses about their revised parts is not new. 

9 
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 
16 
17 

Minah1 5) (Jennie 1)What do people think if someone does not get plastic 
surgery? Getting plastic surgery seems to be normal in Korea 

Jennie1 
 

6)  (Rebecca 2) I have also heard shaving the jaw bone for women is 
popular. Jennie, I think it has its controversy just like America. I'm 
not sure if it is more popular or not. I think getting surgery is mainly 
for those that are unhappy with the way they look, which is very sad. 
We should watch "200 Pounds Beauty" :D 

18 
19 
20 
21 
22 

Minah 1 
 
 

7) (Erin1) What about losing your Korean identity through plastic 
surgery? Don't women who widen their eyes and shrink their noses 
and jaws ever feel as if they're trying to erase their ethnic identity? 
How do they feel about that? How do parents feel when their 
daughters change the features that they gave them? Isn't this another 
example of Western cultural imperialism? 

23 
24 
25 
26 
27 
28 

Erin 1 8) (Johnny1) What do you mean by cultural imperialism? It seems like 
there are many famous people in both cultures that get plastic 
surgery. 

29 
30 
31 

Johnny1 
 
 
 
 
 

9) (Erin 2) Cultural imperialism is the adoption of the cultural standards 
of a more powerful country, and it can be voluntary or forced. In this 
context, I'm referring to the dominance of American/Western 
standards of human beauty and the changes it causes in non-Western 
societies, where men and women feel compelled to conform to these 
standards through artificial means like dyeing hair, bleaching skin, 
and plastic surgery. True, there are famous people in Western and 
non-Western cultures who get plastic surgery, but keep in mind the 
dynamics of power throughout history, and whose ideals are being 

32 
33 
34 
35 
36 
37 
38 
39 
40 
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forced on whom, and who is relinquishing the physicality of their 
ancestors. When a Korean woman gets eyelid surgery and a nose job, 
it happens in a different context and therefore has different 
connotations and consequences than when a Caucasian woman does 
the same, in my opinion. 

41 
42 
43 
44 
45 

Erin 2 
 
 

10) (Minwha 1) Well, I had an double-eyelid surgery. It’s not a 
confession time, but the reason I'm saying this here is that some 
people have plastic surgeries not to be bothered any more. 
Relinquishing the physicality of our ancestors sounds too big words. 
As for me, I decided to do the surgery because I was always irritated 
by my classmates asking if I'd dozed off in the class.  

46 
47 
48 
49 
50 
51 

Erin 2 
 
 

11) (Jessica 1) Having double-eyelid surgery isn't even bad I 
think.  Some people have to get that for medical reasons.  Like my 
dad keeps getting told by the doctors to get the surgery because he 
can get an eye infection for having no eyelids.  [part left out]Also, I 
don't think getting surgery is trying to rid one from their own 
culture.  If someone is not happy with their appearance and there's a 
way to change that, then they should do what makes them 
happy.  People will still know what ethnicity they are by their skin 
color 

52 
53 
54 
55 
56 
57 
58 
59 
60 

Minwha 
1 
 

12) (Curtis 2) My friend also had double-eyelid surgery due to medical 
reasons. I believe it is unfair to think people are getting this surgery 
solely for beauty altercations. However, there are 'other' plastic 
surgeries which can totally be viewed as beauty altercations. 

61 
62 
63 
64 

Jessica 
1 
 
 
 

13) (Erin 3) I definitely agree that people should be happy, but I think 
people should also examine why they think certain things will make 
them happy, even if that means they won't like what they find out 
about themselves. And from what I've experienced of life, there are 
endless ways to "improve" your appearance, and you can never be 
truly happy if that's what you rely on for your happiness. I wish every 
person could love her-/himself the way that s/he is, and stop needing 
external validation from others or conformation to the unrealistic 
demands of mainstream culture to feel beautiful. I don't mean to 
sound holier-than-thou, because this is something I struggle with 
everyday. Unfortunately, feeling good about yourself and loving your 
body is an uphill battle for most people in our society.   

65 
66 
67 
68 
69 
70 
71 
72 
73 
74 
75 
76 

Erin 2  
 
 
 
 
 

14) (Erin 4) I appreciate your thoughts. I should clarify that of course I 
don't have a problem with plastic surgery that cures or prevents 
medical problems; in fact, I would call that corrective or preventative 
surgery, not plastic surgery.  However, I think it is problematic when 
people seek plastic surgery without thinking deeply and honestly 
about why they are doing it, regardless of who they are. I think  there 

77 
78 
79 
80 
81 
82 
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are wrong reasons and right reasons for getting plastic surgery no 
matter what ethnicity or culture one belongs to, and I personally think 
that some of these reasons one has to take into consideration include 
one's personal heritage and the history of power in East-West 
relations. I also think so-called "minorities" (like me) who live in 
Western countries have to be especially aware of these things when 
considering plastic surgeries that would make them look more like 
the "status quo”. 

83 
84 
85 
86 
87 
88 
89 
90 

Minwha 
1 
 
 
 

15) (Minyoung 1) Oh, Minwha, I thought your eyes were natural. I never 
noticed that you got plastic surgeory on your eyes! Your eyes look 
really natural. I think you made a good decision for yourself since it 
seems to me that you gained self-confident with your eyes after the 
surgeory. I don't think any one should blame others of getting plastic 
surgeory to make their eyes bigger since it is hardly harmful. 
However, I think it is dangerous and destructive if anyone is obsessed 
with their apprearance even when they look pretty. Do you remember 
*'선풍기 아줌마'? 

91 
92 
93 
94 
95 
96 
97 
98 
99 

 
*선풍기아줌마(Seonpunggi Ajumma; woman with a fan-sized face): Minyoung refers to 
the rippling social effect of a female plastic surgery addict who had appeared on Korean 
TV. 

The first six posts discussed the popularity of PS among Korean entertainers and 

the general public, as well as its controversial nature in both Korea and the U.S. Erin, in 

post 7, shifted the focus to loss of ethnic identity and western cultural imperialism. This 

may seem a leap in topic development and even abrupt as Johnny’s next post implied 

cultural imperialism was not relevant to explain celebrities’ prevalent PS practice in both 

countries. However, in post 9, Erin echoed her earlier idea about the dominance of 

American/Western standards of human beauty. Further, she overtly pointed out the need 

to critically examine PS from the perspective of “the dynamics of power throughout the 

history” (line 40). Minwha (#10), Jessica (#11) and Curtis (#12) discussed the topic on a 

personal level using their own father and friend’s experiences. Erin (#14) re-directed the 

PS issue toward “one’s personal heritage and the history of power in East-West 
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relations” (line 86-87) to connect the topic to her overarching theme of inquiry of power 

relations.   

While the two forums described above discussed two specific and seemingly 

different topics, K-pop music and plastic surgery, the theme of power dynamics was 

developed across the two forums. To conclude, these two examples show how students 

developed a new topic by building on topics in prior discourse and appropriating ideas 

from the proceeding text. This evolutionary life of a topic shows how a topic is developed 

locally within the immediate ecology of the interaction. 

Topic Development as Global Process   

However, there are also global level influences on the way a topic is developed.  

In the macrosystem section, I introduced Gee’s notion of Conversation with a capital C 

and explained how such public debates, arguments, motifs, issues, or themes are drawn 

when people interpret an interaction and form their own speech. In the study, when the 

topic plastic surgery was proposed, participants activated societal discourses surrounding 

the topic and used them as capital for forming their opinions in their participation. I will 

re-visit the segment of the PS forum here to illustrate how students’ arguments are related 

to Conversations around plastic surgery in each society. 

Excerpt 4: Plastic Surgery Forum 

Addresse
d to all 

1) (Curtis 1) Is it common for korean entertainers to have plastic 
surgery?  

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 

Curtis1 2) (Tom 1) I heard that the double eyelid surgery is quite common for 
entertainers. 

Curtis1 
 

3) (Rebecca1) I think rumors are extremely common but confessions to 
having it don't happen much probably because of the controversy 
surrounding the subject.. many people are quick to assume surgery, 
though, without considering makeup, aging process, photoshop. 
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Rebecca 
1 
 
 

4) (Minah1) Plastic surgery is not only concerned with the actress. 
Nowadays, many many normal women?, lady get an plastic surgery, 
and even many high school students also get an plastic surgery. the 
most popular part for the plastic surgery is to make double eyelids. 
and then the second popular part might be nose. It's not difficult to 
find out the people who get some plastic surgery, the confession of 
some actresses about their revised parts is not new. 

9 
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 
16 
17 

Minah1 5) (Jennie1)What do people think if someone does not get plastic 
surgery? Getting plastic surgery seems to be normal in Korea 

Jennie1 
 

6)  (Rebecca 2) I have also heard shaving the jaw bone for women is 
popular. Jennie, I think it has its controversy just like America. I'm 
not sure if it is more popular or not. I think getting surgery is mainly 
for those that are unhappy with the way they look, which is very sad. 
We should watch "200 Pounds Beauty" :D 

18 
19 
20 
21 
22 

Minah 1 
 
 

7) (Erin1) What about losing your Korean identity through plastic 
surgery? Don't women who widen their eyes and shrink their noses 
and jaws ever feel as if they're trying to erase their ethnic identity? 
How do they feel about that? How do parents feel when their 
daughters change the features that they gave them? Isn't this another 
example of Western cultural imperialism? 

23 
24 
25 
26 
27 
28 

Erin 1 8) (Johnny1) What do you mean by cultural imperialism? It seems like 
there are many famous people in both cultures that get plastic 
surgery. 

29 
30 
31 

Johnny1 
 
 
 
 
 

9) (Erin 2) Cultural imperialism is the adoption of the cultural standards 
of a more powerful country, and it can be voluntary or forced. In this 
context, I'm referring to the dominance of American/Western 
standards of human beauty and the changes it causes in non-Western 
societies, where men and women feel compelled to conform to these 
standards through artificial means like dyeing hair, bleaching skin, 
and plastic surgery. True, there are famous people in Western and 
non-Western cultures who get plastic surgery, but keep in mind the 
dynamics of power throughout history, and whose ideals are being 
forced on whom, and who is relinquishing the physicality of their 
ancestors. When a Korean woman gets eyelid surgery and a nose job, 
it happens in a different context and therefore has different 
connotations and consequences than when a Caucasian woman does 
the same, in my opinion. 

32 
33 
34 
35 
36 
37 
38 
39 
40 
41 
42 
43 
44 
45 

Erin 2 
 
 

10) (Minwha 1) Well, I had an double-eyelid surgery. It’s not a 
confession time, but the reason I'm saying this here is that some 
people have plastic surgeries not to be bothered any more. 
Relinquishing the physicality of our ancestors sounds too big words. 
As for me, I decided to do the surgery because I was always irritated 

46 
47 
48 
49 
50 

108 
 



by my classmates asking if I'd dozed off in the class.  51 

Erin 2 11) (Jessica 1) Having double-eyelid surgery isn't even bad I 
think.  Some people have to get that for medical reasons.  Like my 
dad keeps getting told by the doctors to get the surgery because he 
can get an eye infection for having no eyelids.  [part left out]Also, I 
don't think getting surgery is trying to rid one from their own 
culture.  If someone is not happy with their appearance and there's a 
way to change that, then they should do what makes them 
happy.  People will still know what ethnicity they are by their skin 
color 

52 
53 
54 
55 
56 
57 
58 
59 
60 

Minwha 
1 
 

12) (Curtis 2) My friend also had double-eyelid surgery due to medical 
reasons. I believe it is unfair to think people are getting this surgery 
solely for beauty altercations. However, there are 'other' plastic 
surgeries which can totally be viewed as beauty altercations. 

61 
62 
63 
64 

Jessica 
1 
 
 
 

13) (Erin 3) I definitely agree that people should be happy, but I think 
people should also examine why they think certain things will make 
them happy, even if that means they won't like what they find out 
about themselves. And from what I've experienced of life, there are 
endless ways to "improve" your appearance, and you can never be 
truly happy if that's what you rely on for your happiness. I wish every 
person could love her-/himself the way that s/he is, and stop needing 
external validation from others or conformation to the unrealistic 
demands of mainstream culture to feel beautiful. I don't mean to 
sound holier-than-thou, because this is something I struggle with 
everyday. Unfortunately, feeling good about yourself and loving your 
body is an uphill battle for most people in our society.   

65 
66 
67 
68 
69 
70 
71 
72 
73 
74 
75 
76 

Erin 2  
 
 

14) (Erin 4) I appreciate your thoughts. I should clarify that of course I 
don't have a problem with plastic surgery that cures or prevents 
medical problems; in fact, I would call that corrective or preventative 
surgery, not plastic surgery.  However, I think it is problematic when 
people seek plastic surgery without thinking deeply and honestly 
about why they are doing it, regardless of who they are. I think  there 
are wrong reasons and right reasons for getting plastic surgery no 
matter what ethnicity or culture one belongs to, and I personally think 
that some of these reasons one has to take into consideration include 
one's personal heritage and the history of power in East-West 
relations. I also think so-called "minorities" (like me) who live in 
Western countries have to be especially aware of these things when 
considering plastic surgeries that would make them look more like 
the "status quo”. 
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Minwha 
1 
 
 
 

15) (Minyoung 1) Oh, Minwha, I thought your eyes were natural. I never 
noticed that you got plastic surgeory on your eyes! Your eyes look 
really natural. I think you made a good decision for yourself since it 
seems to me that you gained self-confident with your eyes after the 
surgeory. I don't think any one should blame others of getting plastic 
surgeory to make their eyes bigger since it is hardly harmful. 
However, I think it is dangerous and destructive if anyone is obsessed 
with their apprearance even when they look pretty. Do you remember 
'선풍기 아줌마'? 
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In the example above, Curtis’ opening question (#1) that associates plastic surgery 

with Korean entertainers is not a simple information-seeking question to his Korean 

partners. The implication of this question needs to be understood within differing cultural 

perspectives on K-pop and plastic surgery. With the sharp rise of Korean popular culture 

in Asia and around the world, the Korean Wave (Hanryu) (Shim, 2006), Koreans 

perceive Hanryu as a source of national pride. In contrast, some foreign media have 

bitterly criticized K-pop and suggested its celebrities’ plastic surgery augmented looks 

are responsible for its ever-growing popularity. Some foreign media’s anti-Hanryu 

movements have gone so far as to depreciate K-pop and generalize Koreans for their 

shallowness. This has sparked overly nationalistic sentiments in Koreans toward 

outsiders’ criticism of plastic surgery. Within this larger social context, Curtis’s question, 

intended or not, set a criticizing tone for the discussion. After Minah (#4) provided 

information about how PS is also wide spread among the general public in Korea, 

Rebecca (#6) acknowledged that both Korea and America have controversies around the 

issue.  

Then, Erin’s first two posts (#7 and #9) reached out to postcolonial positions that 

western culture is assimilated in non-western countries and claimed that western 

standards of beauty underlie Korean women’s PS practice. While Erin draws on western 

cultural hegemony as a reason against PS, Minwha (#10) distinguished double-eye lid 
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surgery from ethnicity denial or westernization. Rather, she draws upon the local cultural 

significations of wide eyes associated with having youthfulness and active desire in 

Korea as opposed to sleepy eyes (Holliday and Elfving-Hwang, 2012). The next two 

posts by Jessica (#11) and Curtis (#12) introduced an American line of argumentation, 

that PS is not a luxury but a necessity for patients with critical medical conditions. In 

addition to seeing PS as a potential medical procedure, Jessica (#11) further reflected the 

popular proponents’ argument for PS in both countries that an individual has the right and 

freedom to choose how s/he looks. As she stated, “If someone is not happy with their 

appearance and there's a way to change that, then they should do what makes them 

happy.” Erin’s third post (#13) in response to Jessica’s (#11) draws upon the American 

Discourse of “accepting oneself” for who you are naturally and “self-love” as a 

prerequisite for other-love as she states, “I wish every person could love her-/himself the 

way that s/he is…unfortunately, feeling good about yourself and loving your body is an 

uphill battle for most people in our society.” Erin voices her next opposing view on 

plastic surgery in post #14, as she states, “…one has to take into consideration…one's 

personal heritage and the history of power in East-West relations. I also think so-called 

‘minorities’ (like me) who live in Western countries have to be especially aware of 

these things when considering plastic surgeries that would make them look more like 

the ‘status quo.’” She draws upon the American Discourse of ethnic plastic surgery 

through which ethnic minority populations approach a white norm to avoid racism (Kaw, 

1997, as cited in Holliday et al., 2012). While Erin connected plastic surgery to a multi-

racial aspect of American society, Minyoung in post #15 voiced a stream of popular 

Korean thoughts that view plastic surgery as a legitimate way of self-improvement of 

one’s body and mentality, as she refers to Minwha’s case of “gaining self-confidence” 
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(line 94). While someone’s consideration of getting plastic surgery may be strongly 

associated with his/her insecurity and self-denial in the US, as Minyoung implies, it is an 

acceptable way to take care of a self only if they are minor changes, of which a 

prototypical kind is double-eye lid surgery in Korea.    

As illustrated above, students drew on various sides of the Conversation as they 

constructed local interactions on this particular topic. For example, American students 

drew on the Conversation about acceptance of self and implications of ethnic minorities’ 

“whitening” in the context of a multi-racial society. Koreans students also employed 

some existing Korean Conversations that PS is an acceptable way of self-management. 

Therefore, this example demonstrates how macro aspects of a topic come into play in 

students’ stance toward a particular debate and in their development of the topic.  

However, as Gee (2005) rightly points out, only some of the Conversation is 

recognized as relevant to specific people at specific times and places in a particular 

interactional event. Many other potential arguments that have circulated in the societal 

discussion on plastic surgery have been left out of the students’ discussion. Further, 

themes, motif, public debates, and values that enter Conversations on a specific topic are 

ever changing in each society. Therefore, readers should keep in mind that students’ 

remarks about a certain topic in this study only reflect what they recognized as relevant 

among Conversations in the year of 2009 when the data were collected. In understanding 

student forum data in later sections, readers should not lose sight that society’s attitudes 

toward homosexuality and unwed mothers might have changed since the data were 

collected. This is because culture is ever changing and never monolithic.   

I have examined how the emergence and development of a particular topic is not 

arbitrary, but connected to its immediately proceeding discourse (local process) as well as 
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how it is connected to societal discussion on the topic (global process). In the following 

section, I will explore another factor in the microsystem of the online discourse, i.e. 

participants’ roles, from two perspectives: how a discourse role is constructed in moment 

to moment interaction through the linguistic indexical process (local process); and how 

macro aspects of socially-conferred identity influence the negotiation of participant roles 

(global process). 

Negotiation of Discourse Role as Local Process  

While there is interaction between macro contexts and local talk, those macro 

categories and genres do not always determine participants’ discourse roles and their 

choice of communicative genres in a predictable way. In the study, students engaged in a 

continuous negotiation of discourse roles, which took into account the interactional 

demands of their immediate local social context. In this section, I will illustrate the 

students’ complex negotiation of discourse roles that are multiple, shifting, and 

continuously reconstructed. This will illustrate the emergent quality of identity that is 

shaped in interaction. Erin and Minyoung were the major “players” in the PS forum; in 

the following section, I will examine how they negotiated their discourse roles as they 

responded to the contingencies of the unfolding discourse.  

Erin as Devil’s Advocate 

 In the earlier discussion of topic development, I illustrated how Erin initiated 

topics, expanded them, and built on prior topics to pave the way for discussing plastic 

surgery from the overarching theme of power, her main interest. Her genuine need to 

critically examine the issue, as well as her approach to the forum as academic debate, 

influenced her to adopt the role of “devil’s advocate” in this forum. I will revisit the PS 
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forum to show several linguistic characteristics that index her emerging role. I will 

further show how she altered her performance of the role through changes in “footing” 

and “frame” as she responded to the unfolding contingencies of discourse. I employed 

frame analysis to show how Erin positioned herself in relation to others (alignment) and 

what kind of activity she thought she was doing (frame) as indexed in her discourse role 

construction. I also employed a pronoun analysis. In the following excerpt, first-person 

pronouns and third-person pronouns are highlighted in yellow and green. Yes…but… 

structure is bolded and words that introduce evaluation are boxed. 

 Excerpt 5: Plastic Surgery Forum 

Addresse
d to all 

1) (Curtis 1) Is it common for korean entertainers to have plastic 
surgery?  

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 

Curtis1 2) (Tom 1) I heard that the double eyelid surgery is quite common for 
entertainers. 

Curtis1 
 

3) (Rebecca 1) I think rumors are extremely common but confessions to 
having it don't happen much probably because of the controversy 
surrounding the subject.. many people are quick to assume surgery, 
though, without considering makeup, aging process, photoshop. 

Rebecca 
1 
 
 

4) (Minah 1) Plastic surgery is not only concerned with the actress. 
Nowadays, many many normal women?, lady get an plastic surgery, 
and even many high school students also get an plastic surgery. the 
most popular part for the plastic surgery is to make double eyelids. 
and then the second popular part might be nose. It's not difficult to 
find out the people who get some plastic surgery, the confession of 
some actresses about their revised parts is not new. 

9 
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 
16 
17 

Minah1 5) (Jennie 1)What do people think if someone does not get plastic 
surgery? Getting plastic surgery seems to be normal in Korea 

Jennie1 
 

6)  (Rebecca 2) I have also heard shaving the jaw bone for women is 
popular. Jennie, I think it has its controversy just like America. I'm 
not sure if it is more popular or not. I think getting surgery is mainly 
for those that are unhappy with the way they look, which is very sad. 
We should watch "200 Pounds Beauty" :D 

18 
19 
20 
21 
22 

Minah 1 
 
 

7) (Erin1) What about losing your Korean identity through plastic 
surgery? Don't women who widen their eyes and shrink their noses 
and jaws ever feel as if they're trying to erase their ethnic identity? 

23 
24 
25 
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How do they feel about that? How do parents feel when their 
daughters change the features that they gave them? Isn't this another 
example of Western cultural imperialism? 

26 
27 
28 

Erin 1 8) (Johnny 1) What do you mean by cultural imperialism? It seems like 
there are many famous people in both cultures that get plastic 
surgery. 

29 
30 
31 

Johnny1 
 
 
 
 
 

9) (Erin 2) Cultural imperialism is the adoption of the cultural standards 
of a more powerful country, and it can be voluntary or forced. In this 
context, I'm referring to the dominance of American/Western 
standards of human beauty and the changes it causes in non-Western 
societies, where men and women feel compelled to conform to these 
standards through artificial means like dyeing hair, bleaching skin, 
and plastic surgery. True, there are famous people in Western and 
non-Western cultures who get plastic surgery, but keep in mind the 
dynamics of power throughout history, and whose ideals are being 
forced on whom, and who is relinquishing the physicality of their 
ancestors. When a Korean woman gets eyelid surgery and a nose job, 
it happens in a different context and therefore has different 
connotations and consequences than when a Caucasian woman does 
the same, in my opinion. 
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Erin 2 
 
 

10) (Minwha1) Well, I had an double-eyelid surgery. It’s not a 
confession time, but the reason I'm saying this here is that some 
people have plastic surgeries not to be bothered any more. 
Relinquishing the physicality of our ancestors sounds too big words. 
As for me, I decided to do the surgery because I was always irritated 
by my classmates asking if I'd dozed off in the class.  
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Erin 2 
 
 

11) (Jessica 1) Having double-eyelid surgery isn't even bad I 
think.  Some people have to get that for medical reasons.  Like my 
dad keeps getting told by the doctors to get the surgery because he 
can get an eye infection for having no eyelids.  [part left out]Also, I 
don't think getting surgery is trying to rid one from theirown 
culture.  If someone is not happy with their appearance and there's a 
way to change that, then they should do what makes them 
happy.  People will still know what ethnicity they are by their skin 
color 
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Minwha 
1 
 

12) (Curtis 2) My friend also had double-eyelid surgery due to medical 
reasons. I believe it is unfair to think people are getting this surgery 
solely for beauty altercations. However, there are 'other' plastic 
surgeries which can totally be viewed as beauty altercations. 
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Jessica 
1 
 

13) (Erin 3) I definitely agree that people should be happy, but I 
think people should also examine why they think certain things will 
make them happy, even if that means they won't like what they find 

65 
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out about themselves. And from what I've experienced of life, there 
are endless ways to "improve" your appearance, and you can never be 
truly happy if that's what you rely on for your happiness. I wish every 
person could love her-/himself the way that s/he is, and stop needing 
external validation from others or conformation to the unrealistic 
demands of mainstream culture to feel beautiful. I don't mean to 
sound holier-than-thou, because this is something I struggle with 
everyday. Unfortunately, feeling good about yourself and loving your 
body is an uphill battle for most people in our society.   
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Erin 2  
 
 
 
 
 

14) (Erin 4) I appreciate your thoughts. I should clarify that of course I 
don't have a problem with plastic surgery that cures or prevents 
medical problems; in fact, I would call that corrective or preventative 
surgery, not plastic surgery.  However, I think it is problematic 
when people seek plastic surgery without thinking deeply and 
honestly about why they are doing it, regardless of who they are. I 
think  there are wrong reasons and right reasons for getting plastic 
surgery no matter what ethnicity or culture one belongs to, and I 
personally think that some of these reasons one has to take into 
consideration include one's personal heritage and the history of 
power in East-West relations. I also think so-called "minorities" (like 
me) who live in Western countries have to be especially aware of 
these things when considering plastic surgeries that would make them 
look more like the "status quo”. 
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In this example, Erin’s posts show linguistic characteristics that index her as 

performing the devil’s advocate in an academic discussion; they include rhetorical 

questions, academic language and non-use of addressees’ names. First, post #7 mainly 

contains rhetorical questions as shown, “Don't women who widen their eyes and shrink 

their noses and jaws ever feel as if they're trying to erase their ethnic identity?” A 

rhetorical question is defined as “an illocutionary act that has the direct illocutionary 

force of a question, and is not generally used with the expectation of an answer but with 

some different indirect force, such as a command, a tentative statement, and an 

evaluation” rather than eliciting new information from the hearer (Loos et al, 1999, as 

cited in Belz, 2005). These questions allowed Erin to infuse evaluative statements about 
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western cultural imperialism into the forum to articulate her opinion and to provoke 

discussion. By adopting these unconventional discourse moves, she signaled a shift in 

frame to critically evaluate the issue and she oriented herself as a devil’s advocate in an 

academic debate. In her response to Johnny (#9), Erin continued to maintain footing as an 

academic discussant, indexed through her choice of academic words. She provided the 

definition of cultural imperialism and its situated meaning as well as other academic 

words such as “cultural imperialism,” “adoption,” “dynamics of power,” “whom,” 

“compelled to conform,” and “relinquishing the physicality of their ancestors.” The 

response also lacks an addressee’s name, indicating that she is only arguing the ideas, and 

not arguing for/against a specific person. Regarding the deliberate non-use of others’ 

names in the PS forum, Erin said in the interview, “I don’t think I ever like, addressed 

anyone by name and said, ‘How can YOUR society do this?  How can YOU believe 

those?’ Obviously that’s counterproductive to attack someone like that” (Interview, 

interviewee’s emphasis capitalized). For Erin, the specification of an addressee would 

have personalized the discussion, and moved it away from academic discourse.   

However, her shift in frame to academic discussion, rather than personal 

interaction was not “keyed” to the audience, as evidenced by Minwha’s (#10), Jessica’s 

(#11), and Curtis’ (#12) interpretations and reactions. Responding to Erin, they indicated 

the issue was personally relevant with the words “I,” “my dad,” “my friend,” and argued for 

themselves and the significant individuals in their lives. In addition, Minwha’s direct 

critique of Erin’s phrase, “Relinquishing the physicality of our ancestors’ sounds too big 

words” (line 49) also shows that she viewed Erin’s word choice as too academic.  

Another linguistic mark that shows these participants’ resistance to Erin’s framing work 

is the choice of evaluative words such as “it is not a confession time” which implies guilt 

117 
 



(#10), “Having double-eyelid surgery isn't even bad I think” (#11), or “I believe it is unfair 

to think people are getting this surgery solely for beauty altercations” (#12). These 

responses suggest that Erin’s moves to discuss the issue theoretically and her role of the 

devil’s advocate was interpreted as forcing confession or introducing value judgment.  

Erin adapted her tactics when she perceived this misalignment between herself 

and the three responders; this enabled her to perform the devil’s advocate in a less 

aggressive and more flexible way. She used two linguistic strategies: her choice of 

structure and her use of pronouns. First, she repeatedly used the “Yes…but…” structure 

in her responses to Johnny (#8), Jessica (#11), and Curtis (#12), for example, “True, but 

keep in mind” (line 38-39), “I definitely agree…but I think people should” (line 64-65), 

and “I appreciate your thoughts…However, I think” (line 76, 79). This can be viewed as 

her attempt to maintain her role as devil’s advocate while managing two competing goals 

of communication simultaneously: transactional and interactional goals (Brown & Yule, 

1983). The former involves the transmission of message content; the latter concerns 

establishing and maintaining social relationships, which involves peer-solidarity and 

face-saving. Therefore, via the “yes…but…” structure, on the one hand, she 

acknowledged others’ positions in order to recover the social relationship. On the other 

hand, she strengthened her role and transmitted her argument to “get the discussion 

going.”  

In addition to the “yes…but…” structure, Erin frequently used third-person 

pronouns and the pronoun, “one” to refer to people involved in the issue as she perceived 

some participant’s personal investment and sensitivity. As highlighted in green in her 

posts #13 and #14, “they.” “themselves,” ”every person,” “her-/himself,” “s/he,” “one,” and 

“one’s” appeared frequently. This can be viewed as her attempt to reorient the focus of 
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discussion from the personal level to the general, theoretical, and academic level; this 

reorientation enabled her to maintain her role of devil’s advocate in an academic context. 

However, she also balanced her discussion of those third-person pronouns with a 

personal aspect. She wrote, “I don't mean to sound holier-than-thou, because this is 

something I struggle with everyday” (line 73-74) in post #13. And, “I also think so-called 

‘minorities’ (like me) who live in Western countries have to be especially aware of 

these things when considering plastic surgeries” (line 86-87) in post # 14. This balance 

shows her realignment to the audience’s footing of personal story telling to bridge the gap 

between the public and personal meanings of plastic surgery.    

As illustrated above, Erin’s participant role as devil’s advocate manifested 

through multiple linguistic indexical processes.  She performed the role consistently, and 

altered her strategies in response to the demands of the unfolding discourse. While other 

participating members did not recognize the implications of Erin’s attempts to fuel the 

discussion with a power relations perspective as devil’s advocate, Minyoung aligned 

herself with Erin’s frame. This took the discussion in a new direction. In contrast to Erin 

who consistently performed her role, Minyoung’s emergent participant role of teacher 

entailed more drastic shifting and established a distinct footing for her with respect to the 

topic and the other participants. In the following example, I will illustrate how 

Minyoung’s diverse interactional identities emerged in discourse through linguistic cues 

and how she negotiated the interpersonal relationship, or “alignment.”  

Minyoung as Teacher  

Minyoung was the oldest and most experienced language teacher among the 

Korean group. Prior to joining the discussion, her classmates in Korea saw her as their 
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teacher and a leader in class discussion. In this PS forum, broadly speaking, she played a 

teacher role to control the discussion flow by shifting the footing to (1) a moderator, (2) 

an academic debater, and (3) a conventional shepherding teacher. The following segment 

is a continuation of the above discussion. It first shows how Minyoung aligned herself 

with both Minwha and Erin differently to function as discussion moderator vis a vis the 

personal meanings and historical meanings of plastic surgery.  

Excerpt 6: Plastic Surgery Forum (Cont.) 

Addressed to 
Minwha 
in excerpt 5 
 
 
 

1) (Minyoung 1) Oh, Minwha, I thought your eyes were natural. I 
never noticed that you got plastic surgery on your eyes! Your 
eyes look really natural. I think you made a good decision for 
yourself since it seems to me that you gained self-confident with 
your eyes after the surgery. I don't think any one should blame 
others of getting plastic surgeory to make their eyes bigger since 
it is hardly harmful. However, I think it is dangerous and 
destructive if anyone is obsessed with their apprearance even 
when they look pretty. Do you remember '*선풍기 아줌마'? 

1 
2 
3 
4 
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6 
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Erin 4 
in excerpt 5 
 
 

2) (Minyoung 2) Erin, I fully understand your concerns about 
cultural imperialism. Being a teacher of English I have been 
concerned about myself contributing to cultural imperialism in 
some ways. Since language and culture are intertwined, the more 
I teach English to my students, the more I feel I contribute to 
cultural imperialism in Korea. Here is a story. It might not 
directly be related to cultural imperialism, but it just came to my 
mind and I would like to share it with you. Now, I recall one 
Canadian English teacher who was in my Korean language class 
in 1998. One day he said, "I am just like a prostitute." I asked 
hime why he said that. He answered, "You know, a prostitute 
makes money by selling their body, the in-born gift, without 
making much efforts to gain job skills. Likewise, I make money 
by sellling my language skills, the same in-born gift as our body, 
without the need of gaining any special job skills. 
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Minyoung 
2 

 

3) (Erin 5) That's a great point, Minyoung. I'm very interested in the 
question, who is forced to learn whose language, and why? In my 
travels around the world, I've found that I don't really need to 
know much of the local language to get by (in Germany, 
Switzerland, Korea, and Turkey).  [line changed]That Canadian 
English teacher made a very unique comparison, one that I'd 
never thought of, but I guess it's true. Native English-speakers 
can "prostitute" themselves out, making money for a skill that 
they didn't work hard to acquire. I'm actually doing that right 
now; I work as a tutor to two young children who have recently 
moved to America. [line changed]I think English's status as THE 
language to learn is changing and that more English speakers are 
being forced to learn other widely-spoken languages like Arabic, 
Mandarin, Spanish, and Hindi, as America's global dominance 
seems to be waning. But I don't think this means that the 
dominance of Western standards of beauty will be fading away.  
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In this example, Minyoung’s first two posts to Minwha and Erin show her 

divergent alignment to both participants in her attempt to mediate the two main 

discussants and bridge the two streams of thought: the meaning of plastic surgery situated 

in a personal context and a historical context.  First, she took the approach, “I know what 

you mean,” and agreed in different ways with both of them. She first aligned herself with 

Minwha as a fellow Korean, by reassuring her personal investment in plastic surgery (line 

1-3). Her repetitive emphasis on Minwha’s natural look after the surgery is also a gesture 

of solidarity building as a fellow Korean; this is considered a compliment and a sign of 

support in Korea. She further defended Minwha’s personal choice as she wrote, “I think 

you made a good decision for yourself (line 3)… I don't think anyone should blame 

others of getting plastic surgeory” (line 5). In particular, her use of “blame” reveals her 

interpretation of the preceding frame of interaction as accusation versus defense, and thus 

signals her self-assigned mediator role.  
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Second, she also aligned herself with Erin by pointing out how the topic, 

combined with her macro identity as an EFL teacher, carries personal implications. As 

she wrote, “Bening a teacher of English I have been concerned about myself 

contributing to cultural imperialism in some ways” (line 11-12). Minyoung further 

validated the need for critical investigation when she introduced relevant concepts of 

linguistic imperialism through story-telling (line 11-22). As noted earlier, other 

participating members did not recognize Erin’s cues for the new frame, but Minyoung 

responded to her on the same footing as a personally-involved insider and an academic 

discussant who was willing to engage in critical investigation. Erin maintained this 

alignment, shown in her response (post #3), when she repositioned herself as a native 

speaking English tutor in the ongoing topic of linguistic imperialism as she wrote, “I'm 

actually doing that right now; I work as a tutor to two young children who have 

recently moved to America.” In this move, she established equal footing with Minyoung 

through self-labeling and sharing a personal story. 

This following example shows how Minyoung drastically shifted her footing as a 

moderator to an academic debater as she expanded the discussion to linguistic 

imperialism, brought in her relevant social identity as an English language 

teacher/researcher, and responded to me in the discussion. The following segment is a 

continuation of the above discussion. Minyoung’s rhetorical questions are italicized. 

Excerpt 7: Plastic Surgery Forum (Cont.) 

Addresse
d to Erin 
5  
In the  
excerpt 6 
 
 

1) (Minyoung1) EIL is a widely-known term in the field of English 
learning and teaching. It is an acronym of English as an 
International language. The more widely the term spreads, the more 
the status of English becomes stabilized. Consequently, the cultural  

1 
2 
3 
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imperialism will be spread out more and more all over the world. 
Along with that, the standard of judging things including ideal 
images of human body will be based on the Western standard, which 
will make the Western races feel superior about themselves. 

5 
6 
7 
8 

Minyoun
g 1 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2) (Minjung 1) Dear Minyoung and Erin[line changed] You got a great 
discussion of how cultural imperialism and linguistic imperialism 
have perpetually influenced on the idea of what sociocultural norms 
are acceptable and what language to learn and who has the right to 
teach. Traditionally, the goal of foreign language pedagogy has been 
training learner to become a native speaker of the language that they 
are learning. Likewise, the implicit tenets of traditionally language 
teaching has been that native speakers provide the language model 
to imitate and the classroom language use needs to be as authentic as 
possible to represent the reality of NS language use. In this 
perspective, second language learner is conceived as a 
failed/deficient native speaker someone who can never reach the 
innate language ability that is endowed to NS. However, since ten 
years ago, the term, Intercultural Speaker as a replacement of 
distinction of NS and NNS has emerged. Intercultural speaker is 
someone with awareness of their own identities and those of their 
interlocutors and who enjoys discovering and maintaining 
relationship with people of other languages and cultures through 
interaction on equal terms and avoids the stereotyping which is 
resulted from perceiving someone through a single identity i.e. 
national identity.[line changed] Despite the varieties of English(es), 
the standard English has been either American English or British 
English. As far as i know, the term World Englishes and English as 
an Internatonal language have coined to acknolwledge the various 
types of Englishes around the world as legitimate ones rather than 
one type of English gains dominance. EIL is also to promote the 
idea that Engish is not owned by some ethnic groups rather it is a 
tool for anybody who uses for communication and mutual 
understanding in the intercultural encounters regardless whether it is 
spoken by NS or NNS. [line changed]  at least, Academia seems 
to recognize the increasing multicultural/ multilingual reality to 
promote the paradigm of intercultural speaker and try  to blur the 
distinction between standard and non-standard. That is. there is no 
such thing. [line changed] My apology for this long message.This 
discussion relates to one of the questions on the exam that i took 
recently and I can't help buy say all this. ^_______^ 
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29 
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44 
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Minjung 
1 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3) (Minyoung  2) Thank you Minjung for your lengthy comment on 
our discussion. After reading what you wrote about the terms such 
as EIL, NS/NNS, and standard or non-standard English, I do not 
agree with the points you made here. [line changed]  
First, you may seem to be pursuaded by Sandra McKay who quoted 
Smith (1976) in referece to an international language. According to 
Smith, an international language becomes de-nationalized. However, 
is it really true? Even though more and more people are speaking 
English as their first or second or foreign language, I don't think 
English has become de-nationalized.  If English has "truely" become 
denationalized, then why the terms native speakers or non-native 
speakers of English exist?  Or, Why do the terms like standard or 
non-standard English exist? Here again, if you deny that such terms 
as NS/NNS and standard/non-standard English, then why do the 
universities in "SO CALLED" English-speaking countries require 
the language proficiency test scores such as TOEFL or IELTS?  
I don't believe that English has become "de-nationalized". That's 
maybe OUR wish. The idea that English is an international language 
because it has become de-nationalized might provide English 
learners with concerns of cultural imperialism with some comfort. 
It's just like saying, "Don't worry. English doesn't belong to one 
culture or one nation. You are cultually safe speaking English 
because it is just a medium." HOWEVER, it is really ture? How can 
we separate LANGUAGE and CULTURE? Culutre is melted in 
language. How can we extract only language from culture? Is it 
really possible? I think denationalization of English is just our 
WISH! 
Minjung, please don't take my argument personally but 
accademically. I know my argument here is not accepted by the 
most interculturalists. What I wrote here is just my own personal 
thoughts.  
(You know Minjung? My graduation project was actually 
developing intercultural communication course.  But now I've got 
new project for graduation that I am going to present tomorrow. I 
will come back to discussion after having done with my proposal 
presentation. Talk to you later.) 

     [three more posts are exchanged between Minyoung and I.] 

44 
45 
46 
47 
48 
49 
50 
51 
52 
53 
54 
55 
56 
57 
58 
59 
60 
61 
62 
63 
64 
65 
66 
67 
68 
69 
70 
71 
72 
73 
74 
75 
76 
77
78 
79 

In this example, the shift in topic to linguistic imperialism, as well as Minyoung’s 

critical post (#1), provided the basis for Minyoung and I to emerge as academic equals 
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and debaters. First, Minyoung’s response (#1) to Erin shows her attempt to pave the road 

to academic debate by shifting the genre from storytelling to theoretical argument to 

investigate the issue of her interest. This post particularly parallels Erin’s earlier post that 

provided the definition of cultural imperialism and shares similar linguistic cues 

including academic terminology and language, the omission of addresses’ names, and the 

absence of the first person pronoun, “I”. Just as Erin introduced the concept of cultural 

imperialism, Minyoung introduced the academic concept, EIL, to reframe the discussion 

under the topic of power relations in language ideology in this critical post (#1). She 

further conveyed her argument that the English language’s global dominance underlies 

the increasing acceptance of western cultural standards (line 3-5), with no first person 

pronoun or addressee’s names. This depersonalization contrasts with her earlier 

positioning as a teacher/moderator when she addressed both Minwah and Erin by their 

names and used “I” frequently as shown in excerpt 6.  

In the exclusive exchange between Minyoung and I, we developed a relationship 

as academic equals and debaters in the new frame of theoretical academic discussion, My 

response (# 2) to Erin and Minyoung shows that I assumed a teacher role as well as that 

of academic discussant; it features compliments: “You got a great discussion on…” which 

is followed by a 34 line-long lecture about how linguistic imperialism has been 

conceptualized in the field of language education. My post was heavily loaded with field-

specific jargon, such as EIL, Intercultural Speaker, and World Englishes. In her response 

to me (#3), Minyoung also employed linguistic characteristics that index her realignment 

as a debater from the same field of research. The first distinctive linguistic cue is her 

choice of an academic written discourse marker, a scholarly citation: “First, you may 

seem to be pursuaded by Sandra McKay who quoted Smith (1976) in referece to an 
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international language. According to Smith…” In creating her role as debater, 

Minyoung took a position on the issue and explicitly disagreed with me (line 46-47). Her 

use of the words, “do not agree” is noteworthy as it appeared for the first time in the PS 

discussion. As Erin did when constructing her academic debater role, Minyoung also 

infused her argument with rhetorical questions (marked in italics in the post, line 53-59, 

line 66-68) and repeatedly used them for emphasis of her evaluative stance toward the 

issue that (line 66-69).  Her argumentative tone was further elevated by her intense 

emphatic expressions, such as capitalized words, exclamation marks, and repetition of “Is 

it really true?” Lastly, she explicitly indicated these discourse moves were intended for 

good-willed academic discussion rather than personal attack as she wrote “Minjung, 

please don't take my argument personally but accademically. I know my argument 

here …” These linguistic markers reveal her interpretation of the prior conversation with 

me as academic discussion, her positioning of me as an academic debater from the same 

research and occupational field, as well as her realignment to a shared common ground.  

Another linguistic strategy that Minyoung and I used to express and maintain the 

the roles of academic discussants/debaters is the A(opening)-B(body)-A’(closing) post 

structure. The opening remark featured an endearing address term, “Dear,” 

complimenting, “you got a great discussion going…” or thanking (line 44), before it 

proceeded to the body of the post which was mainly constructed in the academic 

discourses of knowledge provision and argumentation. The closing remark in my post 

(#2) and Minyoung’s post (#3) revealed motivation to highlight an issue of personal 

investment. I wrote, “My apologies for this long message. This discussion relates to one 

of the questions on the exam that i took recently and I can't help buy say all this.” 

Minyoung also wrote, “You know Minjung? My graduation project was actually 
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developing intercultural communication course.” These discourse moves in the opening 

and closing sections of the post establish solidarity and common ground in order to 

balance the argumentation in the body. Therefore, Minyoung’s mixing of two frames of 

academic argument, and revealing the personal dimension of the issue, can be seen as 

linguistic strategies to enable her situated identity of an academic debater while managing 

two competing demands of communication: transmitting her argument and managing her 

social relationship. This strategy is in line with Erin’s maintenance of the devil’s 

advocate role through the “yes..but…” structure as well as balancing the frames of 

discussing ideas and revealing personal investment in the issue.  

Interestingly, the interview with her revealed that her realignment with me as an 

equal academic debater should be understood as a manifestation of her self-perceived 

identity as a teacher.  

I didn’t think American participants would be capable of responding to this fierce 
debate. Perhaps Erin was…. I felt you were from the same field of research and 
occupation, so I thought our discussion would make a good model reading 
which would draw American participants’ attention and prompt them to 
rethink about the status of English from the perspective of NNSs. They must 
have learned something from our conversation. (Translated Interview, my 
emphasis in bold)  

This indicates that her co-construction of the debate frame had the specific rhetorical 

purpose of not only voicing her values and beliefs about the NS-NNS ideology but also 

enlightening American students. She anticipated the consequences of her intentional 

discourse moves and thus, oriented herself toward the indirect “teachable” moment by 

creating a model text with me as capable debater. In doing so, she positioned American 

participants as a passive audience or readers of a written lecture.   
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The unequal footing of her teacher-student relationship with the American 

students is shown in other concurrent sections of the PS forum. While Minyoung 

maintained relatively equal footing with Erin and me by adopting the broadly-defined 

role of academic discussant in the above examples, in the following example, Minyoung 

drastically shifted her footing from an academic equal with me by positioning Curtis, 

Tuan, Josh and Jessica as students and herself as a conventional teacher. This thread 

began with my posting of a culture survey chart, based on which students continued to 

discuss other plausible reasons for the prevalence of PS in Korea. 

Excerpt 8: Plastic Surgery Forum 

Addresse
d to The 
chart 

1) (Curtis 1) Interesting to see how the korean culture views plastic 
surgery more acceptable than the american culture knowing that the 
korean culture tends to be more conservative. Maybe this is due to 
more insecurity of outward appearance in korean people 

1 
2 
3 
4 

The 
chart 

2) (Josh 1) I've heard of the eyelid surgery being compared to breast 
enhancement surgery over here. What I mean is, many Americans 
get boob jobs in order to try and fit the standard that is perceived to 
be normal in our society. I think the eyelid surgery is like that in 
Korea, trying to fit the perceived standard of beauty; except that 
boob jobs don't have any medical benefits. 

5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 

Curtis in 
excerpt 
5 

3) (Anthony 1) Yeah, I think that people should do whatever they 
want. How is someone getting plastic surgery personally going to 
effect you? 

11 
12 

The 
chart 

4)  (Tuan 1) We had a discussion in class about the costs of plastic 
surgery over in Korea how it is somewhat less expensive than that 
of in the US. Can that be one of the factors in why plastic surgeries 
seem more common in Korea and are more widely accepted (as 
shown by the number of red highlights)? 

13 
14 
15 
16 
17 

Tuan  1 5) (Curtis 2) This is very true! Most medical expenses are a lot cheaper 
in Korea. I know of some korean parents who actually go to Korea 
to get surgeries done. Most of them not 'plastic' related. 

18 
19 
20 

Anthony 
1 

6) (Jessica1 ) Yea I agree, if it makes you happy then you should do 
it!  I hope nobody ever gets addicted to it though.  I've seen shows 
where people get addicted to plastic surgery like it was a drug. 

21 
22 
23 

Curtis 1 7) (Minyoung 1) Curtis, I don't think the insecurity of outward 24 
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 appearance in Korean people is the reason for the degree Koreans 
accept plastic surgeory. Instead, I think it is because Korea is a 
collectivism-oriented society in which shared ideas are 
more important than in a individualism-oriented society like the US. 
What do you think Curtis?  

25 
26 
27 
28 
29 

Tuan 1 8)  (Minyoung 2) Tuan, I think that might be true. The cost can be a 
factor for why plastic surgery is getting more common in Korea. 
That makes REALLY sense! If it costs a lot so that average people 
can't afford it, then it would less common in Korea than now; 
consequently, it would not be as acceptable as it is now. Good point, 
Tuan! 

30 
31 
32 
33 
34 
35 

Curtis 2 
 
 

9) (Minyoung 3) Curtis, It's not only medical expenses but also the 
expenses of car maintenance. When I was living in the US, I found 
it very expensive getting my car fixed or maintained. I think the 
cost of car repairment or maintenances is reasonable in Korea. 

36 
37 
38 
39 

Josh 1 10) (Minyoung 4) Josh, I think that's a good point. The idea of getting 
plastic surgery is fitting the standards of the society. Then, are 
Koreans more concerned about their eyes which is a part of face 
than about their boobs which is a part of body??? 

40 
41 
42 
43 

Jessica 
1  

11) (Minyoung 5) Jessica, I think getting plastic surgery can be an 
addiction too. I know it would not likely to happen in most cases, 
but if someone is too much concerned about his/her appearance and 
gets pleasure after getting plastic surgery, he/she might try to get 
plastic surgery on other parts of his/her body to get more pleasures. 
It is a psychological circle. According to behaviorists, people tend 
to repeat the same thing if they get pleasantness. 

44 
45 
46 
47 
48 
49 
50 

Minyoung’s performance of the conventional teacher role is indexed via her 

maintenance of her-to-many interaction patterns, nomination, and evaluative feedback. 

First, Minyoung dominated the PS forum as she wrote 10 out of the total of 50 posts. In 

this particular excerpt, she responded to almost all the American participants—Curtis, 

Tuan, Josh and Jessica—as if she was obligated to give feedback to confirm, refute, or 

expand their hypotheses. For example, in her response to Curtis (#7), she refuted his 

hypothesis about the insecurity of outward appearance. She corrected his reasoning and 

called on Curtis to give a response to her feedback: “Instead, I think…What do you think, 

Curtis?” (line 26-29). In addition to nomination, she gave evaluative feedback to Tuan (# 
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11) and Josh (#13). She wrote, “Tuan, I think that might be true … That makes REALLY 

sense!...Good point, Tuan!” With these conventional teacher-discourse moves, 

Minyoung was intentionally tracking the audiences, shepherding them, and serving as a 

guide. As she said in the interview; “I got the feeling that these students [American 

students] were still too ignorant to accept PS as one of the ways to pursue the universal 

human desire for beauty and that they needed some guidance to be enlightened to see 

that.” To conclude, while Minyoung was performing a teacher role in the PS forum, her 

multiple interactional identities were reflected in her footing shift to moderator, debater, 

and guiding teacher through her negotiation of topic and audience. 

Negotiation of Discourse Role as Global Process  

In the above section, I illustrated how participants’ interactional identities 

emerged from moment to moment in interaction, and the linguistic indexical processes by 

which Erin and Minyoung’s roles were constructed, expressed, shifted and maintained.  

In addition to the emergent quality of discourse role as a local process, students’ socially 

and institutionally conferred identities also penetrated the ecology of local discourse as a 

global process. For example, of the many potential attributes of macro-level social 

identities that can be brought to sites of interaction and made relevant, Erin and 

Minyoung overtly mentioned their particular aspects of an identity “minority” in the US 

and “a non-native teacher of English” in Korea. This strategic self-labeling facilitated 

footing and frame changes by signaling that “I am speaking in the voice of an insider like 

you and we all need to critically examine our issue in the academic context.”  

For example, Erin’s overt mention of her socio-demographic category and self-

labeling process as shown in “minorities” (like me)” provided important information about 

the maintenance of her discourse role. First, it reminded the audience that she was not a 
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hostile out-group member criticizing a particular group’s cultural practice, but she was 

speaking in the voice of a devil’s advocate and a minority herself to indicate that she was 

also the object of critical examination. Through this referential identity category of 

“minorities,” she aligned herself with the American responders to her post, Johnny, 

Jessica, and Curtis who are all Asian Americans. She further claimed the in-group 

membership of ethnic minorities, to which 19 out of 20 classmates could relate as well.  

Therefore, this self-labeling aimed for critical self- and in group- reflection by re-

establishing Erin’s footing as an insider and by redefining her immediate audience as 

American, as she wrote, “…loving your body is an uphill battle for most people in our 

society.” Second, this direct introduction of identity categories also shifted the framing 

from the examination of local cultural meaning of indigenous Koreans’ plastic surgery in 

the east-west world history to the meaning of ethnic minorities’ plastic surgery in the 

U.S. This new frame, combined with Erin’s footing as an insider, enabled her to continue 

to perform the devil’s advocate without being seen as critiquing other cultural group’s 

practice.  

In addition, Minyoung’s case provides a clear example of how her socially and 

institutionally conferred identity as a language teacher is actualized in a particular 

situation of interaction. Her attempts to mediate participants’ arguments, to engage in a 

purposeful co-construction of a thought-provoking model text for the audience, and lastly 

to shepherd other participants are manifestations of her self-positioning as a teacher and 

her varying degree of “role-embracement” (Goffman, 1961, p. 106). These examples 

suggest macro identities are at play in the local construction of discourse, and further, that 

the negotiation of participant roles lies in the tension between the influence of one’s 
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social identities and the influence of immediate contexts of interaction that is constantly 

renewed in each successive moment. 
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Chapter 5 Findings Part II Case Studies 

In the previous chapter, I presented the ecological model of telecollaboration for 

intercultural learning and explicated the components of the multiple ecologies in which 

the students’ online discussion situated activity is embedded. I explored the sociocultural, 

and institutional dimensions of telecollaboration, and the ways in which they intertwine 

with students’ local talk. 

Within the ecological theoretical framework, learners are seen as autonomous 

beings and as “living organisms” engaged in a complex network of relationships with the 

other elements in their environment (Blyth, 2008). Learners’ awareness of the context, 

setting, situated activity and self, which is not always overt consciousness, brings about 

diverse actions and responses to affordances in the environment. Layder (1993, p. 74) 

explains the self as “an individual’s sense of identity, personality and perception of the 

social world as these things are influenced by her or his social experiences” (As cited in 

Belz, 2002). Embedded within this particular (situated) activity, each student brings “the 

self” into their interpretation of what contextual aspects are relevant to this activity and 

use them as a basis for their further perception, action and interaction. This understanding 

of the learner as a social “actor” (Erickson, 2004) and “agent” in sociocultural contexts 

(Lantolf & Pavlenko, 2001) provides the rationale for the following case studies. Most 

importantly, a goal of the ecological research framework, as highly context-oriented 

research, is to particularize a phenomenon rather than to generalize it, an approach to 

which case studies are particularly suited. 

In this chapter, I will provide a rich picture of how Erin, Bob and Minwha 

perceive different levels of contexts, and orient their frames of expectation of the situated 

activity accordingly, mediated by each individual’s “the self” (Layder, 1993). I 
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purposively sampled these three students because each of them provided unique 

information-rich cases that illuminated a learner’s process of configuring the intercultural 

context, participating in the discussion, and generating learning affordances. For 

example, Erin and Bob provided contrasting cases of addressing their multiple ethnic 

identities and bringing “the self” into their reaction to the tasks. Minwha provided an 

extreme case that showed how existing Korean ideologies of Gyopo, combined with her 

rigid definition of culture, significantly impacted her participation and affordances for 

learning.  I will begin with student background and a frequency analysis of their 

participation.   

  
Pseudonym Erin Kaydar Bob Choi Minwha Kim 

Age 22 22 31 
Nationality U.S. U.S. South Korea 

Major Major in German 
Minor in Middle 
Eastern studies & 

Turkish 

Double Major in 
Religious 

studies/Philosophy 

TEFL 
(Teaching English as a 

Foreign Language) 

Gender Female Male Female 
Ethnicity Turkish-Korean -

American 
Korean-American Korean 

Self-
perceived 
language 

proficiency 

(Korean) 
Advanced in listening 
Beginning in speaking 

(Korean) 
Advanced in listening 

Advanced in 
speaking 

(English) 
Low-advanced 

Table 7: Focal Student Demographics and Backgrounds 

The following two tables, Tables 8 and 9, show the three students’ general 

participatory patterns in terms of quantity, frequency of topic initiation, distribution, and 

their choice of audience. T stands for teacher. If it is accompanied by a student’s name in 
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parenthesis, the student posted the first springboard message to the teacher-uploaded 

survey responses for the theme of the discussion.  * indicates that the student initiated the 

topic or opened up the discussion with the first message. 

 

Table 8: Frequency of Topic Initiation and Post Distribution 

 

 

 Forum topics Starter # of 
posts 

Erin Bob Min
wha 

W 
3 
 

1. Fraternity Minwha 4 2  1(*) 
2. Korean Valentines Anne 11  2  
3. Love, Relationships, Courtship and Marriage Erin 3 1(*)   
4. Controversy with 2pm Jaebum Tuan 9 2 1  
5. Early marriage?  Minyeon 6 1   
6. Eating on campus? Drinking on campus?  Minkyung 11 1   
7. Dining alone??  Hyemi 4 1  1 
8. Personal space?  Rebecca 3 1   
9. Rankings in schools  Curtis 1    
10. Questions!  Jennie 5  2  
11. Holidays  Josh 6 2 1  
12. Blood Type? Personality Traits?  Kay 11    
13. A good conversation starter?  Jonghyun 11    
14. High school life Minha 8    
15. My thoughts... Shannon 7 1   
16. Liberty in North Korea  Bob 7 1 3(*)  
17. Korean Music  Yen 3  1  
18. Koreans and Korean Americans  Neo 10 1 2  

W 
4 
 

1. Korean Reunion Erin  1 1(*)   
2. Meals Jennie 2    
3. A good college student is… T 6   1 
4. Holding strangers’ bag  Anne 5    
5. Regarding the culture survey Shannon 5    
6. Traveling Josh 2    
7. What is MT? Erin  5 2(*)  1 
8. culture of college life  T 11    
9. 축제/Chook Jeh/Festival Rebecca 8 1  2 
10. Study and work, scholarships Hyein 3    
11. Saturday School Curtis 2    
12. Prom Jonghyun 9 1   
13. 선배, 후배 relationship  T 12 1   
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Table 8, cont.  

 
 

 Forum topics Starter # of 
posts 

Erin Bob Min
wha 

W
5 
 

1. US/미국 T  5    
2. Korea/ 한국 T 11   1 
3. what is 정 Tom 3    
4. Americans/미국 사람 T (Philip)  20   2 
5. Traits describing America Kay 8  1  
6. Korean Thanksgiving Josh 1    
7. Korean/한국사람 T 15    
8. Expression of emotion Johnny 3    
9. Impressions of American people Jennie 9    

W 
7 
 

1. Differences in wedding ceremony US vs. 
Korea 

Hyein  10 1 1  

2. Public display of affection T (Hyein) 14 1   
3. Marriage (age issue) T 17 2   
4. Marriage (Korean) Rebecca 11 1 1 1 
5. dowry Hyeyeon 5 1  1 
6. Unwed Mothers in Korea versus America Erin  7 3(*)  1 
7. Marriage (Location) Jonghyun  4    
8. Premarital cohabitation  T (Philip) 17 2 1  
9. Going on a date (Nervousness ) T 21 2   
10. 3 qualifications (for a future spouse)  T (Kay) 11 1  2 

W 
8 
 

1. Gumdo/Kendo Bob 5  2(*)  
2. Celebrating anniversary T 13 1 1  
3. Drunk on the subway Shannon 20 2 3  
4. "Just friends" - an ambiguous relationship Erin  18 4(*) 2 1 
5. Drinking in Korea Philip 35 3 2  
6. Relationships when in the Army Anne 11   1 
7. College Life Jennie 18 2   
8. Beds? Tom 16  1 1 
9. Army Service Anthony 29 1   
10. Siblings Yen 11  1  
11. Delivery Men Josh 12  1  

W  
9  

1. TV commercials and popular entertainers Hyein  13 1   
2. Strength and weakness Jonghyun 16    
3. The Korean Film Industry Erin  9 2(*)   
4. Korean Dramas Philip 20 2   
5. Entertainment industry  Hyein  11 1   
6. TV Variety Shows Jessica 14  1 1 
7. kpop auditions in the Us Tom 7 1   
8. Nudity or erotic scene on TV Minyoung 14  1  
9. Korean pop music becoming sexy? Rebecca 20 1 1 1 
10. Who is your favorite Korean musican? Seongjae 22  1  
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Table 8, cont. 

Responded to Erin Bob Minwha 
American Participants 22 33 26 

Korean students 35 6 3 
Open for all participants 15 5 3 

Teacher (Minjung) 8 1 2 

Table 9: Addressivity Patterns 

The total number of posts in Table 8 shows that Erin posted approximately twice 

as many times as Bob and Minwha. What further distinguishes Erin from other 

participants is her topic initiation frequency, which is the highest among all participants. 

She initiated topics or posted the first message to the teacher-uploaded survey responses 

7 times out of 85 topics. In contrast, Bob and Minwha rarely initiated topics. Distribution 

wise, Minwha, and Bob’s participation was distributed relatively equally across the 

semester with no more than one or two posts per threads. This flat pattern contrasts with 

 Forum topics Starter # of 
posts 

Erin Bob Min
wha 

W 
10 
 

1. Plastic surgery Curtis 50 5  1 
2. Successful life T (Erin) 33 1(*) 1 1 
3. Holding a bag T  18 1  1 
4. Eating alone T (Anne) 20    
5. individualism T (Kay) 26  1 1 

W 
11 

1. 민주주의/ Democracy T 10 1   
2. North Korea/북한 T 24 2 1 1 
3. US-Korea relations 한미관계 T (Kay) 19 1   
4. A good president is … T (Hyemi) 27 2   

W 
12 
 

1. A good parents  T 11    
2. slapping your child for discipline Minyoung 30  2 1 
3. You can't afford the $6000 tuition Anne 20   1 
4. Oldest child Tom 9 1   
5. Living with parents after marriage Minyoung 38 3  1 

 total # of posts  
(# of self-started thread) 

 1052 85  
(7) 

46 
(2)  

34 
(1) 
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Erin, who posted 2-5 writings on 17 topics. Finally, Table 9 indicates which group each 

student defined as the target audience. While Erin had balanced interaction with her 

American classmates and foreign peers, Bob and Minwha’s responses were skewed 

toward the American students.  

However, this quantitative analysis provides only a partial picture of their 

participation. For example, it is not clear whether writing multiple posts per threads 

indicates that a student engaged in conversations with a single person or simply posted 

dead-end answers to different people.  Further, the number of students’ posts does not 

show the influence of each post on the flow of the discussion. Therefore, adding to this 

initial frequency analysis, I will present each student’s themes in their perception of 

different contexts, orient their expectations for the activity and show how these shaped 

their participation.  

ERIN AS A CASE  

Erin Kaydar is a 22 year old Turkish-Korean-American senior majoring in 

German, with a minor in Middle Eastern studies and Turkish. She is interested in 

minority studies, especially the Turkish community in Germany, on which she is 

planning to write a senior thesis. She is linguistically and culturally rich: she was born to 

a Turkish father and a Korean mother in Istanbul and moved to the US when she was 

two. Turkish was mostly spoken in her house when she was very young, but the emphasis 

moved to English, which became her first language. Erin’s Korean mother was her best 

friend growing up, although they did not have much Korean culture in their home. They 

did eat Korean food and her mother spoke Korean to her and her sister, but they 

responded in English. Erin’s mother has dominantly influenced her impressions of 

Korean culture and has been a channel for her to interact with her family in Korea.  She 
138 

 



studies Korean in addition to Turkish and German because she wants to have a more 

sophisticated relationship with her mother’s culture and her Korean relatives. After 

graduation, she wants to work for Teach for America, go to law school, and eventually 

work for the U.S. State Department. In her autobiography, she openly expressed that 

Barack Obama inspired her desire to go into public service in the future. She entered the 

project with definite areas of interest that she wanted to explore throughout the project. In 

her pre-project essay, she listed her areas of interest as identity, family life, values, 

politics, media, love, sexuality, and marriage.  She emphasized during the interview that 

she was particularly interested in minority issues, orientalism, how the west influences 

the non-west, especially, standards of beauty, unwed single mother issues as well as the 

status of homosexuality.  

Theme 1 “These are just fascinating topics”: Intercultural Inquiry as Motivation  

Erin’s most central characteristic in participation was that she initiated topics 

more than any other participants and she used her areas of interest as motivating forces in 

her pursuit of intercultural learning. The following two excerpts show how Erin posed 

marriage as a discussion topic to her Korean peers during week 3, and attempted to re-

address the similar theme of power and sexuality with a different topic of unwed mothers 

during week 7. 

  During week 3, when the students engaged in the online discussion for the first 

time, they were allowed to start a forum on almost any topic of their cultural inquiry; they 

initiated a total of 18 topics. Not surprisingly, Erin opened a thread titled “Love,  

Relationships, Courtship and Marriage,” which comprehensively captured one of her 

areas of interests. However, with only two responses, it did not get fully developed. Key 

ideas of each post are listed in the right column to show the topic development. 
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Excerpt 9: Love, Relationship, Courtship, and Marriage Forum 

Address
ed to all 

1) (Erin 1) In America, couples often live together before 
getting married, and might date for several years before 
considering marriage. Of course, the opposite happens just 
as often. What is the typical Korean pattern (if something 
like that exists - I don't think there is a typical American 
pattern) to courtship and marriage? How important is the 
idea of romantic love to decisions about dating, sex, and 
marriage? 
 
There is a small but significant group of young (usually 
religious) people in America who speak of "saving 
themselves" for marriage, that is, not having sex until 
they're married. But realistically speaking, most people 
have had sex before they leave their college-age years. I 
would guess that the average age of having sex for the 
first time in America is 18. Is virginity such an issue in 
Korea? There is also the double-edged gender sword in 
America: women who have had many sexual partners are 
considered promiscuous (in colloquial language, "slutty"), 
while men who have a lot of sex are just following their 
instincts (i.c.l., "playing the field").  
 
In the subtext of many American discussions on sex and 
sexuality (especially when it diverges from the perceived 
norms) is this notion of sex as a bad thing, as something 
dirty and impure. Does this connotation pervade Korean 
discussions on the topic?  
 
How do Koreans feel about non-heterosexual 
relationships, love, and marriage? 

Pattern of 
courtship 
and marriage 
 
 
Romantic 
love 
 
 
 
Premarital 
sex 
 
Gender-
based double 
standard for 
virginity 
 
 
 
 
 
Attitude 
towards Sex 
and 
sexuality 
 
Non-
heterosexual 
relationship 
 

Erin 1 2) (Rebecca 1) Ooo good question, I'm really interested to 
see this one ^^ 
I think when it comes to Americans, it's their personal 
choice or maybe a fear of their families finding out and 
being disappointed. Of course the media only portrays the 
negatives of it, such as the very young children having 
sex. 

Personal 
choice 
 
Media’s 
portrait 

Erin 1 3) (Hyein 1) When it comes to sex and sexuality, Koreans 
are way more conservative than Americans. Although the 

Conservatis
m and 
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general social attitude toward sex is getting more and 
more open, it's still quite a delicate issue to be dealt with 
in public and in media. I think Koreans more highly value 
keeping virginity before marriage than Americans. Of 
course, the expectation is much higher for women. A 
couple of female entertainers had to go through really 
harsh criticism of the public when their 'sex video' were 
released to the Internet. 
Regarding homosexual relationships and marriage, 
generally speaking, it's considered to be quite abnormal 
and only a few brave homosexuals dare to come out and 
as far as I know same sex marriage is not acknowledged 
by the law. 

delicacy  in 
sexuality 
issue 
 
 
Women’s 
virginity 
 
 
Non-
heterosexual 
relationship 

In this short discussion, Erin followed the structure that “here are the Americans’ 

general views on courtship, premarital sex, and virginity. What is it like there?” 

Responding to Erin’s inquiries, Hyein, a Korean graduate student in the U.S., mainly 

provided generalized Korean views on the issues; she suggested the prevalence of 

Koreans’ conservative stance toward sexuality and the delicacy the topic carries for 

public discussion. As well, she commented on the value placed on women’s virginity and 

the negativity associated with non-heterosexuals in Korea. The discussion ended here and 

did not go beyond one exchange of questions and answers between Erin and Hyein. Erin 

abandoned the topic, despite her genuine interest, as she concluded from Hyein’s 

response that Koreans have a conservative stance toward sexuality. In her reflective 

journal, she stated:  
 
In my post on love and relationships, I asked what Koreans thought of non-
heterosexual relationships, and it really bothered me that Hyein said that 
homosexuality is still considered quite abnormal. Of course, that is the response I 
expected, but I wish Koreans could be more progressive on the issue. The U.S. 
still has its fair share of problems with discrimination and prejudice against gay 
people, but I think as a country, we’re making some great strides. I know Korea is 
much more conservative. I also wish Koreans could speak openly about sex, 
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gender, and sexuality issues. I noticed that only one Korean responded to my post. 
[Erin, Reflective Journal, week 3] … 

Although the discussion ended relatively quickly, Erin posed another relevant topic of 

unwed mothers during week 7 and attempted to bring back the ideas of premarital sex, 

gender-based double standards for virginity, and conservatism toward sexuality. The 

following excerpt shows how eagerly Erin took initiative to investigate the issue. 

U(K)Ms stands for unwed (Korean) mothers. Key ideas of each post are listed in the right 

column. 

Excerpt 10: Unwed Mother in Korea versus America Forum 

Address
ed to all 

1) (Erin 1) About a week ago, I found this article in the New 
York Times: "In South Korea, an Effort to Defend Unwed 
Mothers". 
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/10/08/world/asia/08mother
s.html?_r=3&partner=rss&emc=rss 
According to this article, very few unwed pregnant 
women choose to carry the pregnancy to term, and even 
fewer choose to keep the child. Abortion is illegal, but 
rampant apparently. I was shocked by some of the things I 
read in there about how unwed mothers are treated in 
Korea, even in urban areas like Seoul. Would a family 
really reject its daughter for having a child without getting 
married, or are the examples in the article extreme cases? 
Unwed mothers in this article also had a hard time finding 
a place to live and a job, and also received very little 
government aid.  
Also, it was interesting to see that in America, about 40 
percent of babies are born to unwed mothers, whereas in 
Korea, only 1.6 percent of babies are born to unwed 
mothers.  
This shows me that even though South Korea is a modern 
country in many ways, there are still some very 
conservative strains of thought. 

 
 
 
 
 
Poor status of 
UKMs and 
their 
challenges 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Conservatism 
in Korea 

Erin 1 2) (Emma 1)WOW. The social stigma attached to unwed 
mothers is really intense! 
At the very end of the article, Ms. Choi says how she was 
rejected 8 times in job applications and was accused by 

Social stigma 
placed on 
UKMs 
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companies of being dishonest... It's amazing... this affects 
her even in the workplace! (I don't understand why she 
would be considered "dishonest," though.)  Where does 
this general stigma come from?  Any guesses? 
I don't think it's that intense here.  In fact, I think unwed 
mothers have it much easier.  In high school, there are 
programs to help mothers earn credit in order to 
graduate… [Part of post left out]…Generally, the families 
are willing to help out the unwed mother...at least from 
what I've seen.  
It's so sad that unwed Korean mothers have to give up 
their babies for adoption, or seek abortions... I personally 
think she has a right to keep the baby as long as she is 
willing to take care of it. One last question...how 
do women get abortions if they are illegal?    

 
 
 
 
Social support 
in the US 
 
 
 
 
Right to keep 
the baby 
 
Illegal 
abortion 

Emma 
1 

3) (Erin 2)There are many ways to get an abortion even if it 
is illegal in the country that you live. Some doctors will 
do them for you secretly,[part left out]… But 
unprofessional abortions can cause serious injury and 
even death. 
In my opinion, all of this attests to the need for the 
legalization of abortion. Women will seek abortions 
whether or not it is legal, and if it is legal, then the 
government and medical community can regulate the 
procedure so that it is safe. If the procedure becomes 
legal, perhaps there will be less stigma attached to 
extramarital sex/pregnancy and unwed mothers. 

 
Dangers of 
illegal 
abortions 
 
 
Need for 
legalization 
 
 
Extramarital 
sex/pregnancy 

Erin 2 4) (Minah 1) In Korea, it's not easy to live as unwed mother. 
They should put up with the social prejudice and the 
following economical difficulties. Most people agree with 
the thought the abortion should not be done, but if we 
were in the situation, it's not doulbt to consider the 
abortion. Especially,[part left out]…it's true that we see 
them with cold look. 

Social 
prejudice 
toward 
abortion & 
UKMs 

Minah 
1 

5) (Minwha 1) I totally agree with Minah. Unwed mothers 
are treated like serious law offenders. They and their 
babies should bear cold stares and often become the target 
of nasty rumors. Unwed mothers get little, if 
any, financial support from the government and usually 
rely on their family. As general perception of society 
towards extramarital sex is negative, it's not rare 

Little 
governmental 
aid in Korea 
 
 
 
Negative 
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that parents persuade their pregnant daughters to abort 
when they don't want to marry. As an adult, you're not 
supposed to have sex until you get married.(Social 
belief) But there's no problem with having sex as long as 
you don't get pregnant. (Reality) When you're pregnant, 
you have three options: marry and become parents with a 
blessing of the society even though you're not sure he is 
the right person (or you're sure that he is NOT), have an 
abortion secretly to avoid bearing the awful stigma that 
society gives, or become an unwed mother bearing the 
awful stigma and sometimes putting up with the 
indifferent or cold stares from parents. I think the society 
is one of the accomplices to leave women to abort. 

perception of 
extramarital 
sex 
 
 
Social 
pressure for 
abortion 

Minw
ha 1 

6) (Erin 3) Where are the fathers? How can a man live with 
himself knowing that he has a child out there who is being 
shunned and ostracized? 
What difficulties are there for children of unwed mothers? 
Do they face problems in their lives as well, and do they 
carry the consequences of their parents' decisions? 

Fathers’  
responsibility 
 
 
Children’s 
challenge 

Erin played a leading role in the topic development in this forum. Broadly 

speaking, the conversation progressed through the following phases: Status of unwed 

mothers in Korea  Conservatism  social stigma or support  role of abortion 

views on extramarital sex  father’s role and children’s challenges. Erin’s idea of 

“extramarital sex” (#3) seemed to be a continuation from the earlier forum of Love, and 

Relationships, Courtship and Marriage. Responding to Minwha (#5), Erin called attention 

to the fathers’ role in this issue with critical, rhetorical questions: “Where are the 

fathers? How can a man live with himself knowing that he has a child out there who is 

being shunned and ostracized?” She further brought the challenges of children born to 

unwed mothers into the discussion, yet her inquiry was left unanswered. As an overall 

pattern, Erin drove her participation through initiating topics of her interests, pulled back 

when she sensed topic sensitivity, yet attempted to re-address the overarching theme of 
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power dynamics by proposing subtopics to continue to discuss the issues from a critical 

perspective. 

Erin’s multiethnic identities strongly shaped her interests and motivation to 

pursue those inquiries. As stated in her autobiography to her foreign peers, her motivation 

for leaning Korean was to “have a more sophisticated relationship with my mother’s 

culture.”  Erin’s need to understand Korea culture was more than building knowledge on 

a subject matter; rather she had real-life purpose and intrinsic motivation to maintain 

and/or improve her loving relationship with her mother, the dominant source for forming 

her impressions about Korean culture. Her Christian mother had very conservative views 

on sexuality, marriage, and gender roles; issues toward which Erin had a very liberal 

stance. Their different views often sparked conflict. For example, Erin’s decision to 

become a vegetarian to abide by her political/ethical position sparked argument with her 

mother who held the Christian and the Korean Confucians’ beliefs that one’s body is 

given by God or by one’s parents. Thus, a child does not have full ownership of his/her 

body and is not allowed to make such a decision. Erin found that she could not discuss 

certain things with her mother because she was not open for a debate, yet Erin wanted to 

understand how her mother’s beliefs had been shaped from childhood to adulthood. 

Therefore, this project was a valuable opportunity for her to tackle her mothers’ beliefs 

and discuss sensitive issues openly in an academic context without straining her 

relationship with her mother. It also provided an opportunity to interrogate the pre-

existing ideas about Korean culture she had formed through her mother with younger 

Korean peers.  

Second, her multiethnic American identity and her search for an identity also 

shaped the topics she chose. A clear example is when Erin shifted the discussion focus to 
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cultural imperialism to voice her opinion as an “ethnic minority.”  She recalled her 

childhood growing up and feeling that she was not really American. 

I think I was one of the only Asian kids at my elementary school. you know, when 
you were that age, kids tease each other a lot and I guess a lot of my feelings 
about western dominance stemmed from that period…I think a lot of my very 
strong opinion comes from being an ethnic minority in the United States…for 
ethnic minorities in the U.S. to get PS means something very different I think than 
it might in Korea. I think that’s very specifically an American issue because of 
the imbalanced power dynamic between white Americans and minority 
Americans, something that people from other countries may not immediately 
think about…They wouldn’t know…how it could be seen as like a denial of who 
you are or rejection even. (Interview, my emphasis in bold) 

Erin’s childhood experience as an outsider in the US shaped her strong feelings 

about western dominance and caused her to be more critically aware of her multiethnic 

identity, which in turn, drove her identity search. In 2004, she travelled with her sister to 

Korea and Turkey to see their roots. However, she reported that these trips only made her 

realize that she was not an insider of either her father’s or mother’s cultural groups. She 

explained:  

But Being in Korea and Turkey, being in those places made me realize that I am 
an American. Especially…after looking forward to it for so long and thinking 
maybe that’s where I really belong. It was a great experience, but I realized that I 
am not Korean and I am not Turkish, culturally. So being taken out of a culture 
made me realize that I belong to it actually…That’s definitely true. (Interview) 

As she strongly identified herself as culturally American and she often criticized her low 

Korean proficiency, her Asian appearance was her only connection to her ethnicity. In 

this sense, removing the Asian features on her face would be a denial of her identity, 

what she defined as “Turkoreamerican.” These examples underscore the degree to which 

her multi-ethnic identity shaped her interests, strongly motivated her to find answers to 
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personally meaningful questions, as well as shaped her opinions toward the discussion 

topics in a very dynamic and complex way.  

To conclude, Erin used the forum to fulfill her intercultural learning goals through 

taking control of topic initiation and development. Her multiethnic identities and her 

relationship with her mother significantly influenced her interests and motivation to 

pursue those inquiries. Perhaps it seems obvious that students would pose questions or 

topics to their foreign peers that reflect their specific interests. However, interest and 

knowledge about certain topics do not always predict students’ participation because, for 

example, Bob, who is the president of a student organization to help North Korean 

refugees, remained almost silent during the week when one of the set topics was North 

Korea(n).  Erin not only participated more actively during the weeks when the set topics 

matched her interest, more strikingly, she sought out other-initiated discussion and 

changed the direction of the discussion to address her theme of inquiry. This points to her 

strong sense of agency, an individual’s ebbing and flowing ability to shape the activity at 

hand, and her ownership of her intercultural learning to achieve her learning goals. 

Theme 2 “Intercultural interaction is supposed to push you out of your comfort 
zone”: The Nature of Intercultural Learning 

Erin pursued sensitive topics of her interest in the forums as illustrated above. In 

addition, although she was concerned about the possibility that people would interpret her 

posts as overly critical and insensitive, she did not refrain from taking a critical approach 

and intentionally presented strong opinions when she felt the necessity. This critical 

stance stemmed from her beliefs about 1) the nature of intercultural learning in academic 

discussion and 2) her view of culture as universalist.  
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First, Erin assumed that conflicts of ideas and open discussions are critical to 

achieving intercultural understanding. Although she tried to express her thoughts 

sensitively and to soften her tone, she was clear in the interview: “To me it’s more 

important to say what you think than it is to be friendly.” Therefore, she valued 

challenging ideas and expressing her belief system more than pursuing surface harmony. 

This was propelled by her beliefs about how intercultural learning or understanding is 

ideally achieved. She said as much in the interview, the post-project essay, and the 

goody-bye forum: 

I approached this as an opportunity to let opinions clash and to see what happens 
when people from different sides of the world interact, state their opinions, and 
argue for what they believe in. (Interview) 
 
Maybe I should have expressed my beliefs more sensitively, but I’m actually glad 
that the discussion got heated. Cross-cultural interactions where people are tip-
toeing around each other, too frightened of offending each other to say anything 
meaningful, are quite simply boring and superficial. (Post-project Essay) 
  
I feel that sometimes I did not say things in the most diplomatic way,..But if you 
ever did feel uncomfortable, as I did at times to be honest, I actually think that’s a 
good thing, because intercultural interactions are supposed to push you out of 
your comfort zone.  (Good bye Forum) 

Erin assumed that tolerance of opinion clashes and argumentation are important qualities 

of intercultural learning. She also believed that avoiding communication out of the fear of 

disrupting harmonious relationships renders superficial learning outcomes. Thus, she 

believed that meaningful intercultural interaction occurs when one’s own belief system is 

challenged and revisited. 

 Her perception of the task as academic discussion further empowered her to 

address sensitive topics and facilitate opinion clashes. She believed, “talking about those 

[sensitive] issues in the context of an academic is a good way to confront the issues but 
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not confront the individuals” and “it allows each person to convey his or her point of 

view without feeling threatened or accused of something that they are directly responsible 

for.” The genre of debate allowed her to adopt argumentation as a fruitful approach for 

examining sensitive issues thoroughly without personal and emotional confrontation. 

Based on these assumptions, she expected that her communicative moves of arguing for 

her beliefs would be understood not as a personal attack but as reasonable academic 

activity. Further, she expected the other participants would take the same approach. She 

said, “I wanted to be challenged, too. I kind of approached this as a debate, but not as a 

debate where I get to win every argument. I want people to argue with me and to answer 

my questions…” In addition, she believed that addressing the whole group instead of 

using a specific person’s name was a safeguard to protect the relationship in a heated 

discussion. As a result, she felt “very free to just say whatever I[she] thought in an 

argument, in a debate, and in my research paper but not in a personal context.” While 

Erin heavily drew upon the American discourse of academic debate, she lost sight that 

such discourse styles may not be entirely available to Koreans and that she needed to be 

more careful in negotiating the interaction mode to accommodate this specific nature of 

this intercultural communication.  

Second, although Erin’s embrace of conflict may seem radical in isolation, her 

rationale for discussing these critical issues lies at the crossroads of the long-held debate 

between human rights universalism and cultural relativism. She took the example of veils 

in Muslim societies to show her universalist view on culture.  

I‘ve been trying to figure out whether I am a cultural relativist or not. I think the 
good example would be the veil in Muslim societies. Um…I am very torn about 
what I think about the veil…I took a whole class on the veil trying to understand 
it and reading about it in all its different contexts including Christian and Jewish 
contexts. But I came out of that class still with my belief. You know, I sound very 
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stubborn, maybe even prejudiced. I guess there are still some things I believe to 
be universally true and that all societies including mine need to work towards 
achieving them in order for everyone to be happy, and for there to be respect for 
men and women and every type of person. (Interview) 

Being an idealist, Erin wanted to take advantage of this intercultural interaction to 

address issues that she thought were relevant to all people around the world. To her, the 

meaning of the local practices of increasing plastic surgery and the status of unwed 

mothers in Korea are not exclusively limited to their social contexts, but are also relevant 

to the universal value of gender equality as well. She said her own society is not exempt 

from this scrutiny:  

Some people said, ‘it doesn’t matter. Just let people do what they want and be 
happy. None of your business.’ You know…but it’s everybody’s business if a lot 
of young women feel like they need to have bigger breasts. I think that says a lot 
about our social climate, the relationship between men and women. It means that 
something’s wrong, in my opinion. (Interview) 

Erin believed that everybody is responsible for staying critical in interpreting the values 

in one’s own society as well as others’ society from equal distances.  

However, Erin’s enthusiasm to critically investigate her own intercultural inquiry 

on sensitive topics generated mixed outcomes; it did not always facilitate participants’ to 

engage in the discussion. For example, Minah who confirmed the existing social stigma 

surrounding Korean unwed mothers reported in the interview as follows: 

When I read Erin’s post asking ‘Where on earth the fathers are’, I blushed and felt 
shameful about our society to be reminded again that there still are so many 
prejudices against divorced women, unwed mothers, children who have many 
different fathers, and other scandals that people are unnecessarily curious 
about...Her post really hit the nail right on the head. She really hit a nerve 
(Interview)    

Minah’s comment evidences that Erin’s hypothesis was correct. However, there are many 

other plausible reasons why a forum does not elicit enough responses than that the topic 
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is simply too sensitive. When these forums did not get fully explored, Erin took the lack 

of responses from the Korean side as confirmation of her prior position about Korean 

culture being conservative due to Christianity. She recalled in her reflective journal:  

There was another topic [the status of homosexuality in Korea] that I was 
interested in talking about but I just felt like there would be no response to it…I 
guess from my mom, I understood that a lot of Korean people are very religious I 
think…I think homosexuality for one. And definitely gender relations, are big 
issues in Christianity and are seen as something you are not supposed to question. 
(Interview) 

I also realize now that the issues of abortion, sex, and LGBTQ rights were never 
discussed, and I am still wondering what Koreans think. In my opinion, the 
silence on these issues in the forums speaks volumes about Korean culture. (Post-
project essay) 

Christianity is not the only cause of the conservatism in Korea. However, Erin’s prior 

experience with the target culture, mainly through her Korean mom, potentially formed a 

bias, thus impacted her reasoning for why such topics are sensitive in the target culture as 

well as how she processed new information. While she eagerly pursued topics of her 

interests, when they were under-discussed, she easily fell back on her original hypothesis 

about her own inquiry. This reinforced her pre-conceived ideas about the target culture, 

without leaving it open for multiple reasons why her posts did not elicit many responses.  

Given this, when Erin attempted to critically examine Korean cultural phenomena 

with Koreans, she needed more tactful approaches for communicating, especially when 

their cultural values came into conflict with universal ideals.  This is something that she 

was not aware of in the middle of the project, but she later was able to reflect on during 

the interview. In the next theme, I will discuss how self-reflection enabled her to see her 

process of interaction from different perspectives. 
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Theme 3 “Seeing this again is very enlightening”: The Power of Reflection 

Erin’s case illustrates that intercultural learning can occur at any point during or 

after the intercultural encounter, if accompanied by a deeper reflection on the 

experiences. Her reflective journals and the second interview revealed her ability to 

critically reflect on her experiences deepened her understanding of self, others, 

communication, and the nature of culture. This will serve as a great tool for transforming 

her into an intercultural speaker, even after she leaves the classroom.  

One of the most prominent characteristics of her developing intercultural 

competence was a great degree of self-awareness;  

In the specific issue of plastic surgery, reading the Korean responses to my 
opinions made me realize that I may be taking the matter too seriously, or not 
trying to understand the Korean viewpoint; I understand now that my sensitivity 
to appearance, ethnicity, and pride is a result of my own insecurity as a foreign-
looking American, and so personally, plastic surgery that modified my “Asian” 
features to seem less “Asian” would seem like capitulating to Western ideals of 
beauty, promoting Western imperialism, and insulting the ancestors who gave me 
the face I have. (Post-project Essay)  

Erin took other cultural group’s reactions into consideration to better understand herself 

and further, looked at how her various identities were brought into shaping her reaction to 

the issues at hand. This shows her awareness that she, being an Asian in the U.S., is a 

product of her own socialization. This awareness is a pre-condition for understanding her 

reaction to otherness. When she was asked to reflect on and analyze the online discussion 

scripts, she revealed a great deal of what Byram defined as “skills of interpreting and 

relating” (1997). 

I was on the debate team in high school. And that probably has contributed to why 
I feel so ready to debate about anything, to argue what I think...I think I am much 
more aware now that my penchant for debate and argumentation could be 
perceived as confrontational and threatening, especially in conversation with 
people from a culture where that’s not the norm...I wasn’t aware of what I was 
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doing, and seeing how people reacted defensively towards me, that really makes 
the issue clear that I need to be less aggressive. I will definitely work on being 
more tactful and more sensitive to the fact that people from other cultures and a 
lot of Americans can’t openly talk about these sensitive issues without feeling 
uncomfortable. (Interview) 

Erin showed awareness that her tendency to argue, is the “naturalized product of 

socialization” (Byram, 1997) and that unshared modes of interaction between cultures 

could create room for misunderstanding.  

Based on this understanding, she was able to identify the areas of dysfunction in 

an interaction and explain the causes of misunderstanding, for example, introducing 

genres and topics that were inappropriate to a context. Understanding that topics are not 

neutral across different cultural groups or individuals within a culture, she was willing to 

modify her approach. In the future, she would tactfully address sensitive topics to render 

productive yet friendly conversation. Her skills of interpreting emerged during her 

process of reflecting on the unwed mother forum.   

Now that I see that again, the direct comparison wasn’t necessary and to some 
people it might have seemed as if I was implying that America takes better care of 
single mothers or provides better circumstances when in fact, the two societies are 
structured so differently. The governments are structured so differently, social 
welfare and everything. That statistic alone doesn’t prove anything about the 
attitude towards the gender or attitudes toward premarital sex or anything specific. 
(Interview) 

Her reflection allowed her to challenge her biased interpretation of a cultural 

phenomenon retrospectively; Erin was able to see that she had over-generalized Korean 

culture based on a single news article and a single set of statistics.  

Although she may not be able to explain the phenomenon in terms of the Korean 

cultural systems at this moment, her realization is very promising. This realization 

propelled her to revise her previous definition of intercultural understanding as critical 

evaluation of culture(s) based on universal ideals: 
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Without being open-minded, you can’t really understand the other culture or what 
it’s like to live in that culture and be a product of that culture. Without trying to 
refrain from judging another culture, you can’t really shake off your own 
prejudices and your own pre-conceived notions and really understand that culture 
for what it is by itself as opposed to what it is to someone looking at it from the 
outside. I’m realizing that I am not necessarily representing the things I value. 
(Interview)  

Erin demonstrated awareness that rigidly applying her perspectives as standpoints for 

judging other cultural systems is dangerous, even when her perspectives are in line with 

universal ideals. She acknowledged the importance of “understanding the culture for 

what it is by itself,” a relativist position toward culture, and seemed to flexibly embrace 

the positions of both cultural relativist and universalist (Interview). As she emphasized, 

the important quality for intercultural understanding is to “stay critical, but refrain from 

the direct judgment and seeing the world in absolute,” thus she accepted that outside 

perspectives can be very different and very valuable” (Interview).   

As skills of interpreting and relating for ICC development requires “an ability to 

mediate between conflicting interpretations of phenomena” (Byram, 1997, p. 52), her 

new approach to intercultural understanding will enable her to see phenomena from 

multiple perspectives and cultural standpoints. It is important to note that she has more 

promise as an intercultural speaker because she is willing to apply this awareness to her 

interpersonal communication contexts outside the classroom as she said, “I am 23. I feel 

like I am still maturing as a person and still figuring out how to relate to people from all 

places including, my American friends. So, I think I am realizing my tendencies and I am 

definitely going to try to work on how I interact with people” (Interview).  

To conclude, all these examples reveal that Erin’s reflective range is 

comprehensive and includes, self, others, the process of interaction, the nature of 

intercultural learning as well as communication strategies. Perhaps it was hard for her to 
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see the process of how her discourse self was being built and to make changes 

accordingly while in the field of activity, as its expectations were not explicit and 

communication rules were constantly changing. However, Erin’s case sheds light the 

reflection process as an integral aspect of intercultural learning as it allowed her to see 

the interaction more objectively as an amateur discourse analyst. Further, her case 

indicates the possibility that delayed opportunities to analyze the intercultural 

communication text would allow a learner enough distance to more critically analyze  

his/her own communication strategies. Given this, Erin has significant potential for 

becoming an intercultural speaker as she has a strong sense of agency in creating her 

learning opportunities in the given context, and the ability to transform intercultural 

interaction into enlightenment. This “underlying understanding, metacognition, and the 

ability to reflect on one’s own thinking, and response to experience” characterizes “deep 

learning” (Gipps, 1994, as cited in Byram, 1997, p. 90) which is indispensable for 

achieving many of the objectives of intercultural competence (Byram, 1997).   

BOB AS A CASE 

Bob is a 22-year-old Korean-American in his senior year. He is double majoring 

in religious studies and philosophy. He is very interested in philosophical theology, as 

well as East Asian history and culture. He occupies a unique place culturally: although he 

identifies with American culture and the modern west, he respects and appreciates his 

Korean heritage. As a first generation Korean-American, he grew up with very strong ties 

to Korean culture; His “Koreanness” was fortified through interaction with older Koreans 

and Korean-Americans of his age in his Korean church community. His family also 

provided him with rich cultural information. He grew up eating Korean food, listening to 

countless stories about how his father survived during the Korean War, and his maternal 
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grandfather’s life and death experiences during the Japanese colonial period. As opposed 

to some Korean-Americans who identify less with Korean culture, Bob was very 

appreciative of his family’s stories, his heritage, and Korean culture’s emphasis upon the 

Confucian values of respect, filial piety, morality, and propriety. He planned to adopt 

those values within his future family, and hoped to pass this culture, history and belief 

system down to his own children.  

Bob’s major interests are Confucianism, Korean history, and human rights. Not 

surprisingly, he is the president of a student organization with humanitarian concerns 

about the government of North Korea. In this project, he specifically wanted to explore 

the ways traditional Confucian norms influence modern South Korean culture, morality, 

and widespread Christianity as well as the conceptions South Koreans have of North 

Korea. Due to his extensive knowledge about traditional Korean culture, involvement in 

the college activist organization, as well as his advanced Korean proficiency,  his 

classmates referred to him as a “native speaker of Korean” (Rebecca), having “expert 

knowledge,” or “speaking with no accent”(Erin). Given this, I expected him to contribute 

actively to the online discussion, but the result was the opposite. His participation was 

very minimal with most posts not exceeding 3 lines after the first week; he had very 

negligible impact on the way the forum unfolded as his posts rarely elicited responses.  

Theme 1 “I am an insider of knowledge”: Intercultural Learning as Knowledge 
Accumulation 

Bob’s most central characteristic in participation was that he rarely initiated topics 

and his posts centered around providing his American classmates with knowledge about 

Korean culture. The following excerpt shows that even his few longer posts were 

knowledge-driven, stated in absolutes, and failed to elicit further discussion. This 
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example is drawn from week 3, when participants discussed student-generated photos and 

their cultural implications.  Minshin, a Korean participant posted a photo of her cousin 

having a traditional wedding ceremony.  

Excerpt 11: Traditional Korean Wedding Forum 

Addressed 
to all 

1) (Minshin) Fortunately, my cousin had a traditional Korean 
wedding. I am posting the picture for your reference. 

 

1 
2 

Minshin 1 2) (Hyein 1) Don't grooms usually wear blue Hanbok?  3 
Minshin 1 3) (Emma 1) could you explain what is going on in the picture, 

please?  It is so beautiful! 
What's the difference between a traditional wedding and a non-
traditional wedding? 

4 
5 
6 
7 

Emma 1 4) (Bob 1) LOL a non-traditional wedding is a wedding that is not 
traditional to Korea, like a Christian-style western wedding. 
Traditional Koreans weddings use Confucian rituals and traditional 
Korean folk musicians (the guys running around). 

8 
9 
10 
11 

Bob 1 5) (Emma 2) I didn't know there could be a non-traditional style 
(since people usually stick to their traditions), but it makes sense 
now that you mentioned religion. :P 

12 
13 
14 

Emma 2 6) (Emma 3) But...if religion becomes a part of the culture, 
why would it be considered "non-traditional"? 

15 
16 

Emma 3  7) (Bob 2) Confucianism is not really a religion. It is more a code of 
ethics, civic ritual, and behavior. 
As for "non-traditional" weddings... Christianity has been the 
dominant religion in the West for two millennia, so we can rightly 
say that the Judaeo-Christian tradition is the "tradition" of the West. 
Christianity and western forms of propriety are not native to Korean 
soil, so we can say that in Korea, western traditions are not 
traditional. Like, there is traditional Korean clothing (what Koreans 
have worn since ancient times) --- those clothes we call 

18 
19 
20 
21 
22 
23 
24 
25 
26 
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"traditional." Suits and ties, while they may have a long history of 
development in Europe and America, and while they have been 
adopted universally, including in Korea, are nonetheless foreign to 
Korea. 
Western (Christian) style wedding = not traditional to Korea 
Traditional Confucian-influenced Korean wedding = traditional to 
Korea 

27 
28 
29 
30 
31 
32 
33 

Bob 2 8) (Bob 3) It should be noted though that there are many Christians 
in South Korea, therefore, there are many people who get western 
weddings. Or people might have both a western wedding and a 
Korean wedding. Nevertheless, Christianity is not a native Korean 
religion, and so not "traditional" (historically to the Korean 
peninsula). 

34 
35 
36 
37 
38 
39 

Bob 3 9) (Emma 4)  ok. thanks for the info  40 

In this example, Bob, mainly transmitted knowledge; he even corrected Emma by 

using academic discourse, thus, differentiating himself as an insider of knowledge from 

his classmates. Emma, a Mexican American with no Korean cultural background, 

expressed interest in finding out more about the wedding rituals in the photo. Although 

her question was addressed to Minshin, Bob jumped in to provide his knowledge 

regarding the distinction between a traditional and a non-traditional Korean wedding. The 

rest of the interaction consists of exchanges between Emma, who tried to clarify her 

understanding (#5) and negotiate meanings to further explore (#6), and Bob, who 

continued to correct her understanding of Confucianism (line 18-19. #7). Bob (#8) further 

added his hypothesis that the commonly practiced western style weddings in Korea are 

the result of Christianity. 

Content wise, his knowledge was only partially correct. Christians count for only 

30% of the Korean population, and western style weddings have lost their association 

with Christianity. Therefore, they have been practiced widely by other/non-religious 

groups in Korea. Linguistically, what is noteworthy about his last two posts is that he 
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adopted an academic discourse of lecture, characterized by no hedges, non-use of “I”, as 

can be seen in the phrase, “It should be noted …” (line 34). This turned his statements into 

absolutes. His choice discourse style contrasts sharply with Emma’s use of smiley faces 

to create a friendly conversation. Although Emma did not mention that she was 

intimidated by Bob’s adoption of academic discourse, she did not make further comments 

on his information-loaded posts.   

In the following example, Bob again replied to his classmates to provide 

knowledge, without properly addressing the questions posed, and disengaged himself 

from the discussion despite the invitation for clarification. This example is drawn from 

week 7, when students were encouraged to come up with questions as they watched the 

Korean romantic comedy film, My Sassy Girl, during class. Erin opened her own forum 

by questioning the ambiguous relationship the couple had in the movie.  

Excerpt 12: Ambiguous Relationship Forum 

Addresse
d to all   

1) (Erin1) In the movie, the relationship between the two leads was 
very difficult for me to follow. I found it very ambiguous. At one 
point, Gyeon Woo said that he wanted the relationship to get more 
serious, and I wasn't sure what he meant. Did he want a more 
physical relationship? Did he want more commitment, perhaps an 
engagement? I think this was after their 100-day anniversary. This 
led me to question if I was right to think that they were actually 
dating, or if they were still just friends getting to know each other. 
 
I also thought that the relationship was strangely celibate and 
somewhat abusive. In America, I think couples are usually more 
intimate, even if they are only casually dating. And I think 
American couples also talk more often about "where they are at" in 
the relationship. I was really surprised at the way the couple broke 
up in the film, after the 100-day anniversary, and how the girl could 
just invite Gyeon Woo to her blind date, seemingly without any 
consideration or forewarning. This made me think that maybe they 
weren't really dating. 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
 
9 
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 
16 
17 
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Also, instead of writing their feelings into letters and burying them, 
why not just speak about them openly? Wouldn't everyone be 
happier if they could talk about their feelings honestly? 
 
I wonder if my need to categorize and label relationships is an 
American tendency, and perhaps it's not so important in Korean 
culture to know what a couple is in terms of their intimacy and 
commitment level. 

 
18 
19 
20 
 
21 
22 
23 
24 

Erin 1 2) (Bob 1) One has to keep in mind that the phenomenon of "dating" 
is a western innovation, and for the greater part of history, dating 
did not even exist in the west. 

25 
26 
27 

Bob 1 3) (Erin 2) Are you saying that that's why there was so much 
ambiguity around the status of their relationship, because dating is 
so new? Or are you just providing some historical context to this 
problem of ambiguity in relationships? 

28 
29 
30 
31 

Erin 2 4) (Bob 2) Probably both. 32 

Erin posed several questions about the seemingly ambiguous relationship in the 

movie, laid out the thought-processes behind her interpretations, and asked her foreign 

peers for validation. She raised various issues; how the relationship was abusive (line 9-

17), how it lacked communication in defining the relationship and also lacked sharing 

feelings (18-20). Further, she attempted to examine if her own culture enabled her to 

question the cultural phenomenon as such. Despite the complexity of her inquiry, Bob 

(#2) did not address any of her questions; rather he provided the greater historical 

context, which he believed shaped the concept of dating. In addition, his linguistic choice 

of pronoun, “one” also added greater formality and stiffness to what he had to say. 

Confused, Erin asked for clarification. However, Bob did not accept her invitation to a 

longer dialogue.  This short interaction between Bob and Erin contrasts with the rest of 

the discussion where eight participants developed a relatively rich exchange of 

information and opinions directly addressing the posed topic. Bob’s self-positioning as an 
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insider of knowledge and a cultural informant, combined with his choice of academic 

discourse, unfavorably affected his presence in this community discourse.  

Bob’s knowledge driven content and unwillingness to engage in a dialogue are 

related to his great sense of familiarity with Korean culture and the way he saw the nature 

of intercultural learning. He viewed that as a Korean-American, and through his prior, 

significant, exposure to Korean culture, he had unquestionably internalized Korean 

culture. Therefore, he believed that there was not much for him to explore through the 

forums.  The following demonstrates how such beliefs affected his perception of the task, 

his role, and his relationships with other participants. 

I already knew all the answers that people were asking…I can’t think of any 
questions to ask. I remember my thoughts when I was writing this at least, if I had 
to predict people’s responses or something, it will be pretty close…I remember 
feeling annoyed at people’s questions. Of course, I recognize it is bad to feel that 
they were dumb questions...but I felt that they were…[As an] Insider of the 
knowledge, just like someone does well in math, then the kids need to learn. 
(Interview; my emphasis in bold) 

Bob viewed the aim of this interaction as reaching for absolute knowledge in 

which a superior expert transmits to apprentices. This interview further points to his view 

of culture as a collection of knowledge as he equated its nature to that of math mastery. 

These assumptions positioned him as condescending toward his American classmates 

when he lost sight that not all participants had prior access to such cultural knowledge. 

Further, he seemed to position prior knowledge as a precondition for participating. With 

these beliefs, combined with the absence of relationship maintaining markers in his posts, 

he unfortunately failed to build collaborative relationship with his classmates as equal 

intercultural speakers.    
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Bob’s beliefs also adversely affected his motivation and learning potential. First, 

he devalued the scope of the discussion topics and inquiry that participating members 

posed. He emphasized in the interview: “The stuff that people were talking about was not 

that interesting honestly. I was waiting for something that interested me more.” However, 

there were 85 different topics he could have expanded to his interest or he could have 

started his own topics. Paradoxically, the North Korea issue was his main interest and his 

two posts consisted of only 1-2 lines. Therefore, he was not an active agent in creating 

learning opportunities for himself in the given learning context. Further, his self-

perceived learning outcome was to confirm his preconceived ideas about Korean culture, 

thus, his outcomes were very minimal. He said,  

I didn’t exactly learn anything new about the Korean world-view through 
participation in the online forum.  There wasn’t anything profound that I learned 
from but maybe little things. I could see how 99 % people could value and could 
gain insights into it…But at least not me because I don’t remember anything. 
(Interview) 

To conclude, Bob’s familiarity with Korean culture and his limited view of 

interculturality shaped his role as a cultural informant in the forum. However, this not 

only precluded him from building collaborative relationships with participating members, 

but hindered his learning as well. Bob’s case highlights what is required to become an 

intercultural speaker; it is not simply accumulating new information, but more 

importantly requires revisiting and revising ideas about one’s own culture.   Broadly 

speaking, his limited opportunities to gain further insights from the discussion 

participation are related to his narrow view of bicultural beings; he believed that being in 

two worlds as a Korean-American gave him automatic preparation and familiarity with 

both cultures. Therefore, he felt no need to pause and make conscious efforts to reflect 

upon either of the cultures. Such beliefs led him to believe that he was exempted from 
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what Byram et al. (2002) defines as becoming an intercultural, to make “familiar 

unfamiliar, unfamiliar familiar.” This sharply contrasts with what Bob believed, “Being 

in two worlds, I never had to discover a new world” (Interview). I will further discuss 

how his approaches to his dual identities affected his participation and learning outcomes 

in the next theme. 

Theme 2 “I am always gonna be hyphenated”: Evaluative without Relationship 
Maintenance 

The second characteristic of Bob’s posts is that they were heavily loaded with 

evaluative stances but lacked relationship maintaining markers. Opinions in his earlier 

posts were marked with strong judgments, especially when he stood up for conservative 

values in Korean traditional culture and/or respecting one’s own heritage. The following 

example is taken from the first forum (week 3).  I will demonstrate Bob’s stance and 

contrast it with Erin, who shared similar traits of knowledge offering and evaluation but 

differed in managing relationships.  

Excerpt 13: Controversy with 2PM Jaebum Forum 

Addres
sed to 
all  

1) ( Tuan 1 ) There was a few articles that I read about Jaebum, a 22 year 
old Korean American, who had an opportunity to debut as a singer in 
Korea and became apart of one of the most popular boy band at the 
time, 2pm.  
But an issue arose when recently an article surfaced on the internet 
regarding Jaebum's posts on his Myspace account about his dislikes 
towards Korea that he made 4 years ago when he first started training 
in Korea. He commented on Korea being "gay" and how much he 
"hated" Korea at the time. As the problem accelerated, Jaebom had to 
issue an apology statement to everyone. But it wasn't enough as 
outraged protestors demanded that he be forced out of 2pm, this lead to 
his decision to leave his group and return to his home in the States after 
years of training and being on the stage. 
 
I would like to know what you think about this issue.  

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 
11
12 
13 
 
14 

163 
 



 
For me, it seems like it went out of control. A comment that a guy 
made to his friend 4 years ago should not be the factor that ruins his 
career. I think the protestors took the words out of context, hate and 
gay are very common words used by teenagers today. Most of the time 
although they say it, it doesn't mean that they really meant it. 

 
15 
16 
17 
18 
19 

Tuan 
1 

2) (Rebecca 1) I think the Korean culture takes it more seriously than 
Americans. But there are also several supporters for Jae and 2PM like 
fans and other Kpop celebrities. They're actually boycotting in some 
areas so they are having to cancel the "Hottests" events. I gave up 
trying to follow that story because I think that he was having a hard 
time adjusting back then and that while he apologized, it was bad 
publicity for him and the group. 

20 
21 
22 
23 
24 
25 
26 

Tuan 
1 

3) (Bob 1) Even as an American-born Korean, I find his comments 
incredibly disrespectful. I doubt this will ruin his career, but if it does, 
then he deserves it for his impiety towards the land of his fathers. 

27 
28 
29 

Tuan 
1  

4) (Erin 1) I agree, Tuan, that this news spun out of control. This is the 
first time I'm hearing of this, but Jaebum was only 18 years old when 
he made these comments and adjusting to life in a new, very different 
country. Despite the fact that he is Korean, I think he's probably more 
American than he realizes and experienced a "culture shock" when he 
moved to Korea. "Hate" and "gay" are (unfortunately) very commonly 
used among teenagers, as you say, and nowadays, the Internet records 
your every mood swing for posterity. 
I agree too, Bob, that Jaebum showed a terrible lack of respect for his 
ancestral home, but that's the thing - Korea is only his ancestral home, 
and one that he never lived in and loved. Teenagers (and entertainers) 
aren't really famous for their "piety" towards anything, much less the 
"land of [their] fathers."  
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Tuan 
1 

5) (Hyein 1) I feel sad for Jaebum and 2PM members because they are all 
so talented and entertaining. Koreans tend to have high expectations for 
entertainers to be an exemplary figure in every aspect. Also, we 
consider overseas Koreans (including foreign-born and raised Koreans) 
as same Korean people who are expected to have love and loyalty for 
Korea. Subtle differences in connotation of those words "gay" and 
"hated" must also have resulted in some misunderstanding. 
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Hyein 
1  

6) (Erin 2) When someone uses the words "gay" or "hate" to describe 
their feelings (for example, "What he did was so gay," or "I hate that 
guy"), I usually don't take that person seriously for a couple of reasons: 
First of all, that phrasing is really general and unsophisticated. It shows 
me that the person hasn't thought much about what s/he's trying to say.  
Secondly, most people agree that it is really juvenile and even 
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offensive to use the word "gay" as a derogatory descriptor, as a 
synonym for a word like "stupid." If someone uses the word "gay" 
inappropriately, it makes me want to stop listening to what s/he is 
saying.  
Third, hate is such a strong emotion. The word denotes extreme 
displeasure, and I think it is used more often than necessary; people are 
often exaggerating when they say they "hate" something.  
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Erin 2 7) (Hyein 2) Thank you for your kind explanation. It seems usually hard 
for non-natives to exactly understand emotions and feeling connected 
to specific words in English. 
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Hyein 
2 

8) (Erin 3) You're welcome! I completely agree, it is very hard for non-
native speakers to understand the connotations of words without 
prolonged exposure to native speakers. I'm dealing with the same issue 
in my German class right now, but this time I'm the one not 
understanding the connotations.  
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Erin 3 9) (Jessica 1) I really thought this issue was taken more seriously than it 
needed to be.  I understand that Jae Bum's  comments were 
disrespectful, but it was 4 years ago!  He made his apologies and 
people should've just moved on with their lives.  I was reading an 
article the other day about this and the netizens (Network Citizens..I 
think...) were saying now that they didn't mean for Jae Bum to actually 
move out of Korea; it wasn't their intentions.  However, they were the 
ones who sparked this controversy and blew it way out of proportion. 
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Both Bob and Erin argued for what they believed in and gave strong opinions. 

However, Erin’s posts included various relationship-managing markers, which are 

completely missing in Bob’s post. While Tuan (#1) and Rebecca’s (#2) posts discussed 

how protestors misinterpreted Jaebum’s words out of context and how Korean culture 

created the controversy, Bob revealed his ethnic/cultural identity as “an America-born 

Korean” (line 27) and accused Jaebum of disrespect toward his mother country (line 27-

29). Importantly, his use of the lexical item, “impiety” indicates that he assumed 

expatriates’ loyalty and appreciation of their ancestral home unquestionable and religious 

faith as an absolute. Erin refuted this position in her following post (#4, line 38-42). 

Further, she pointed out the inappropriate use of “piety” to describe the quality of 
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teenager entertainers by directly quoting Bob’s words, such as “piety,” and “land of 

[their] fathers,” to highlight and emphasize her contrasting view. 

However, Erin included more relationship managing structures and linguistic 

markers. She embraced prior opinions before she made her point. She addressed Tuan’s 

idea of the misinterpretation of American teenager’s use of words (line 35-37), Rebecca’s 

idea of hardship in adjusting to a new culture (line 31-34), and Bob’s position of Korean-

American’s assumed unconditional respect toward their mother country (line 38-42). Erin 

further engaged in the dialogue with a Korean participant, Hyein, who validated that 

Koreans expect their fellow Koreans to love their ancestral home, and also acknowledged 

the possibility of Koreans misunderstanding English words (#5). In the next post (#6), 

Erin responded to Hyein with a detailed explanation of the connotations of “gay” and 

“hate,” as a native speaker of English, using transition words such as first of all, 

secondly, and third. Although Erin shared Bob’s knowledge-offering trait, she modified 

her discourse to linguistically align with Hyein and used many relationship restoring 

discourse markers (#8). She accepted Hyein’s expressions of gratitude politely (line 66). 

She positioned herself as a learner of German to make herself less threatening to Hyein 

(line 66-70). She added a smiley face to end the post. These relationship-managing 

strategies positively impacted how Hyein felt about the exchange; “I felt good to read 

Erin’s responses because they showed that my posts were read and my points were 

recognized. Also, Erin cared to provide how she felt about those people using such 

words. I was glad to know their connotations” (Interview). Bob never responded to Erin 

in this forum, but he re-appeared in another forum during the week that addressed a 

similar topic. Once again, he argued for the obligatory respect for one’s heritage, and 

again, he failed to elicit further dialogue with anybody.  
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 Excerpt 14: Questions! Forum   

Addres
sed to 
all 

1) (Jennie 1) My friend was wondering how many dynasties Korea has 
had.  
Why do Koreans take slander seriously? For example, celebrities take 
what Netizens say seriously. Is it because Koreans have a lot of pride? 

1 
2 
3 
4 

Jennie 
1 

2) (Bob 1) The first dynasty was the semi-mythical Kingdom of Go-
Joseon, founded by Dangun, who was said to be partly divine. 
Then came the 3 Kingdoms period: Baekje, Goguryeo, and Shilla. 
Shilla united them all and started the United Shilla dynasty (my 
ancestors were the rulers). 
Shilla was overthrown and Goryeo began (the kingdom was named 
Goryeo in honor of Goguryeo). 
Goryeo became corrupt, and was then succeeded finally by Joseon, 
founded by the great Yi Taejo. During Joseon, there were many great 
cultural accomplishments, especially the invention of the Korean 
alpahabet by King Sejong the Great. Joseon lasted until the 
establishment of the republic. Joseon was the ideal Confucian state, 
and was often called "Little-China." 
When people speak about traditional Korean culture, what's being 
referenced is usually the culture of Joseon. 
I can go into more detail if you want. LOL, even though I was born in 
America, Korean history is one of my major interests. 
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Jennie 
1  

3) (Bob 2) "Why do Koreans take slander seriously? For example, 
celebrities take what Netizens say seriously. Is it because Koreans 
have a lot of pride?" 
Well, most cultures have traditionally taken slander very seriously. 
What does a man have if not the virtue of his words and deeds? The 
accusation that Koreans have a lot of pride may be taken offensively, 
but it is true that all civilizations have gloried in their nations' cultures 
and accomplishments. This is true for Koreans, Americans, Chinese, 
Japanese, Europeans, and everyone. I would question the virtue of 
people who do not respect their heritage and the traditional ways of 
their culture 
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Bob’s posts in this example are either knowledge-driven or evaluative.  Jennie 

opened the forum with two questions: one historical and the second a continuation of the 

Jaebum issue. Bob lectured on the Korean dynasty in his first post and further voiced his 

belief that respect of one’s heritage and tradition are virtuous deeds for any cultural 
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group. Particularly, his second post is characterized with a rhetorical question, “What 

does a man have if not the virtue of his words and deeds?” and many evaluative lexical 

items including “virtue,” “true,” and “accusation” as boldfaced above. He interpreted 

Jennie’s question as an accusation of Koreans’ excessive pride, which indicates that he 

interpreted that Koreans were being judged. His lexical choice of virtue/virtuous in this 

post as well as (im)piety in the earlier 2PM controversy forum further indicate that he 

viewed respect for one’s heritage as religious devotion; moral standards that carried 

unquestionable absolute values. He strongly voiced his beliefs in his last remark, “I 

would question the virtue of people who do not respect their heritage and the 

traditional ways of their culture” (line 30-32). Neither of his posts elicited any responses 

from Jennie or the other participants, nor did he attempt to create a prolonged dialogue. 

As these examples show, Bob’s evaluative language, lack of relationship managing 

strategies, and failure to initiate further dialogue precluded him from creating a 

meaningful and friendly discussion.  

Bob’s knowledge-driven and evaluative traits are related to the way he 

approached and formed his dual identities while growing up as a Korean descendant in 

the US. In the interview, he pointed out that a number of children of immigrants do not 

know with which group to identify. Therefore, there is an extreme divide in their way of 

approaching their identity:  

They go through like an extreme, almost like a rebellious period.  They will date 
people who aren’t their ethnicity and their parents are angry about that. Or, they 
will hang around with certain groups of people who are very much enlightened to 
the traditional culture of their parents. In their grasping their identity, they’ll latch 
onto their parents’ culture, their own ethnicity, or their own background even 
more. (Interview) 
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He explained that in his own struggle, he had become obsessed with his parents’ 

culture, his past, and his ethnic and cultural background:   

My interest in traditional Korean culture may be related to that, my search for 
identity. In an attempt to get an identity, I grasp strongly onto my own past, my 
genetic paths. Because I want something stable. Because it’s not stable. You 
know. No matter how American I become, I’m not gonna be in the same way that 
a white person’s gonna be American. I’ll always be an Asian-American. I am 
always gonna be hyphenated. So I guess, that’s a liminal place you don’t ever 
escape from. Most liminal places, most in-between place you get out of 
eventually. Like you get out of your pre-teen years when you become a teenager, 
you get out of that whole awkward phases when you become an adult. The most 
period, most of these middle states have an ending…but! The children 
immigrants, you never get out of that. (Interview; my emphasis in bold) 

Bob perceived his dual identities of Korean-American as unstable and incomplete, which 

strongly influenced his search for an identity. He was motivated to investigate the rich 

traditional Korean culture which he believed distinguished him from other mono cultural 

Americans. Attracted to this “other worldliness” of the traditional Korean culture 

(Interview), he made efforts to gain knowledge to value it even more.   

However, his personal investment into his heritage, as a way to stabilize his in-

between identities, impacted his participation and learning outcomes. His attachment to 

Korean culture caused him to have more dichotomous and evaluative views of both 

cultures. Thus, he often compared the two cultures and concluded that certain aspects of a 

culture are better than those of the other; that the one preserving more tradition is more 

moral than the one marked with modernity. This often led to his harsh criticism of 

American culture as lacking tradition. This evaluation appears throughout his following 

reflections:  

It is a good thing that all the Koreans would consider their younger acquaintances 
as little siblings and treat them accordingly….In this particular case, I think 
American can learn from Koreans. (W 4, Reflection on college life)  
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In my opinion, the Korean way is better, where everyone is considered everyone 
else’s extended family. (W 8, Reflection on Korean film, My Sassy Girl)  

The phenomenon of nursing homes is actually very disturbing to me, and makes 
me think Anglo-American are somehow more immoral than traditional immigrant 
communities that value family. (W 12, Reflection on social values)   

Although Bob is privileged to have a different way of thinking (e.g. 

Confucianism) available to him intellectually, there are pitfalls of having such academic 

prior knowledge about a culture. First, the scope of Bob’s investigation and reflection on 

the two cultures was limited to a dichotomous view: tradition vs modernity. In fact, his 

reflection paper was heavily keyed with western modernity vs Korean tradition and 

community-oriented Confucianism vs individualism.  That is, every complex cultural 

phenomenon came down to that continuum. He lost sight that there are numerous pieces 

to one cultural phenomenon that a single lens cannot solely explain. Holding such a 

reductionist view, his perceived learning outcome was very minimal; he simply 

confirmed his hypothesis that Koreans preserve more tradition than Americans. This 

shows, as Byram & Morgan et al. rightly point out, that increased knowledge does not 

simply cause one to create positive attitudes of curiosity and openness (1994), and even 

positive prejudice can hinder mutual understanding. Bob’s case points to how important 

it is for an intercultural speaker to be willing to dismantle his preceding structure of 

subjective reality and to re-construct it through “de-centering” to suspend beliefs in one’s 

own meanings (Byram, 1997; Kohlberg et al., 1983). 

The second pitfall is that Bob was not aware that his knowledge about Korean 

culture might have been biased, as it has been dominantly sourced from his immigrant 

parents, Korean church community, and books. While he intellectualized both cultures 

and discussed them in academic language, he was disconnected from Koreans currently 

living in Korea. Surprisingly, he had rarely hung out with newly arrived Korean students 
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in this very international university. Further, he rarely responded to Korean participants 

online or made moves to build relationships with them either. This was because he had 

difficulties in accommodating himself to communicate with others according to the at-

the-moment participation rules. About his disengagement and reluctance to express 

himself after week 3, he said, “I felt, some of my postings, I came off too strong, so I 

didn’t want to post any more strong things…so I intentionally did not post that many 

impassioned comments” (Interview). Therefore, despite his genuine interests and 

extensive knowledge of his heritage culture, his lack of linguistic strategies for building 

and managing relationships in the forum resulted in his disengagement and minimal 

presence. He failed to grasp learning affordances to expand and revisit his prior 

understanding of Korean culture with people across the Pacific.  This again underscores 

that becoming an intercultural speaker requires skills of discovery and/or interaction, 

which are indispensable for intercultural relationship building (Byram, 1997).   

To conclude, having (believed to have) prior knowledge about Korean culture, 

Bob viewed himself as an insider of knowledge and thus mainly provided his classmates 

with knowledge about Korea. Often, he took very strong evaluative opinions on topics 

including respect for one’s heritage and tradition, which should be understood within the 

broader identity issue that he experienced as an ethnic minority as discussed above. 

Further, his evaluative and knowledge-driven posts precluded him from establishing a 

collaborative relationship with members as an active agent who is willing to negotiate 

meaning in a friendly manner. Instead, he disengaged from the forum and confirmed his 

limited view that this project could afford him very little as a learning opportunity. 
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MINWHA AS A CASE  

Minwha is a 31-year-old graduate student majoring in English Language 

Teaching. Since earning her undergraduate degree in English Education, she has taught 

English in junior high schools for 6 years. She is interested in English teaching 

methodologies, especially teaching listening, as a potential topic for her master’s thesis. 

This was her motivation for taking this graduate course, “Teaching Listening and 

Speaking.” Although she traveled abroad for two week, she has never lived in an English 

speaking country, Instead, TV, media, films, and dramas have dominantly formed her 

preconceived ideas about American culture. Her only interaction with Americans was 

with a few teachers in the language institute she attended in Korea. Thus, she rated her 

knowledge and understanding about American culture as a 3 on the continuum, with 10 

as the most knowledgeable and 1 as total ignorance. The intercultural inquiries that she 

wanted to explore included Americans’ views about “going Dutch vs. one person offering 

to pay for the group,” “age gap in marriage,” “recycling,” “drug,” and whether people in 

a group force others to drink.  Interestingly, she never addressed any of these issues. 

Areas that she wanted to explore through this project included, family, social 

phenomenon, food, TV shows, occupation, and music. Although Minwha posted the 

second most messages among the Korean participants, with 34 posts, her posts neither 

addressed her initial intercultural inquiry, nor did they impact the way the discussion 

unfolded.  Although she had very specific questions, she never posted them. 

Theme 1 “I just wished this would be over soon”: Instructional Setting and Low 
Motivation 

Minwha’s central participatory characteristic was that she rarely initiated topics or 

engaged in any extended dialogue with anyone. She wrote 2-3 posts on the different 
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topics each week, mainly responding to American students with information and/or 

Korean’s collective opinions.  She retrospectively defined her role as a very limited and 

mechanical reader and answerer. In her typical routine of participation, she would go in 

to the forum of her interest or the forum that had the most replies and skim through posts 

in the middle of the week to “answer the unanswered posts asking about Korean culture” 

(Interview). Later in the week, she logged in again to “read what other people or more 

knowledgeable ones had to say in the forum only to write my[her] reflection paper” 

(Interview). She believed that writing a couple of posts to her foreign peers would fulfill 

the assignment, and she hid as an observer of what others had to say.   

Minwha criticized the instructional setting and teacher’s role for her passive 

attitude and low motivation toward the project:  

Honestly speaking, out of 100, 30% of the assessment is based on this 
project…but the professor rarely spares time to discuss the content of the project. 
Then, we are just doing it because we are told to. I didn’t get the feeling that he 
valued this, because its content was not actually addressed in class and was not 
highlighted as important. (Translated Interview) 

She remained passive due to the lack of teacher guidance, and this kept her from valuing 

the project for her learning. She was not intrinsically motivated to deepen her 

understanding of others’ culture through this project. Rather, she was extrinsically 

motivated to fulfill the minimum requirement to receive credit.  

Her lack of motivation was also related to her belief that the project was a wrong 

fit for the methodology course, as she said, “This project should have been incorporated 

to the course, Understanding of American/British Culture, not into the methodology 

course like this.”  Minwha assumed that culture is information that is only germane to a 

content course in cultural studies, not as an integral aspect of language proficiency, or as 

a broader educational objective in and of itself.  This implies her dichotomous view of 
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language versus culture, where language learning and teaching consist of “four skills plus 

culture” (Kramsch, 1993). Situated in this instructional settings and belief system, she 

lowered her expectations for the project, “Well, I will just use this assignment as a chance 

to practice writing in English” (Interview). As these examples suggest, Minwha 

conceptualized the task as mere language practice rather than as a meaningful 

intercultural communication for personal growth or professional development. 

Because she saw cultural awareness as extra or optional and had pessimistic views 

of the project’s value, Minwha’s participation strategy was very investment efficient. She 

looked for information-seeking questions in the Americans’ posts that she could answer 

straightforwardly using her insider knowledge. These questions usually pertained to the 

definition of certain Korean cultural artifacts and how certain cultural customs were 

practiced. The following three examples were drawn from week 4 discussing college life, 

week 5 discussing traits of Koreans/Americans and week 7 discussing marriage. They 

illustrate Minwha’s tendency to focus on information-seeking questions as an opportunity 

to participate and provide generalized information about Korean culture. Generalizing 

markers are boldfaced.  

Excerpt 15:  ChookJeh/Festival Forum 

Addressed 
to all  

(Rebecca) What is 축제? When does it happen and who participates? 1 

Rebecca (Minwha) Every university holds a festival. Usually student union take 
a lead in organizing all the events like recruiting performers on the 
stage or assigning space for the events. This is a good chance that all 
the people attending the same university get together and have fun. 
Students can participate in the festival by showing their specialties like 
superb singing ability or dancing. Or they set up stores like snack bars 
or game shops. Nowadays universities have opened its gate to the 
people living in their community and invite them even a month before 
the festival by putting a banner. Generally, festivals in universities last 
for three days. You can see interesting performances of the students in 
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many places around the campus. School unions try to please their 
visitors as well as their students by having famous singers, but 
they ends up with not-that-famous ones because of the tight budget. On 
the days that opening or closing ceremonies are held, you can see 
beautiful fireworks at night. I love them.   
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Excerpt 16: Korea (한국) Forum 

Addressed 
to all  

(Tom) i was wondering what is exactly "jung" or 정 1 

Tom (Minwha) It's really hard to define 정 in one sentence as it is a very 
complicated concept. But if I have to do, I'd say 정 refers to bonds 
between humans. Generally, Koreans consider having the attitude 
cherishing 정 as important. If one treats others indifferently, the 
person would be blamed for not having 정. Warm-hearted people 
would be said to have 정. Some people ask for a favor using 정 as an 
excuse and others bend rules to help someone else because of 정 and 
some of them end up getting into trouble. 
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Excerpt 17: Marriage (Korean) Forum 

Addressed 
to Jessica 

(Hyein) Although the main wedding ceremony is quite westernized 
and modernized, many people still incorporate some traditional ways. 
Pyebaek ceremony right after the reception is a representative 
example. In Pyebaek, the newly weds wear traditional wedding 
clothes-Hanbok, and perform a deep bow to the both parents. And the 
parents throw some chestnuts and dates to the couple wishing for their 
well-beings. 

 

1 
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Hyein (Erin) Where is this couple getting married? What locations are 
usually used for weddings? 

8 
9 
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Erin (Minwha) Nowadays Koreans usually have a westernized wedding 
ceremony in a commercial wedding hall as Min-hee said. The main 
reason is probably because the traditional Korean wedding's procedure 
is more complicated and takes long. And the clothes and accessaries 
are too uncomfortable and quite heavy. But if the couple want, they 
can have wedding done in traditional Korean style from the start to the 
end. It usually costs more and the couple will be on the waiting list 
for sometime as few wedding halls do the service. 
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Noticeably, Minwha’s frequent use of generalizing markers such as “Generally,” 

“Koreans,” “usually,” and “every” (Boldfaced) shows that she tried to provide 

generalized information about how things are done in Korea. Important to note, her posts 

do not leave the scope of the question asked, or include any invitations to participate in 

dialogue or to expand the idea further. Minwha’s limited role of “cultural dictionary” 

greatly contrasts with Erin who often transformed a Q and A to an extended dialogue. For 

example, even when Erin answered a Korean student’s simple yes/no question, “Have 

you ever drunk any alcohol on campus?” her post was multifaceted. She included 

cultural info specific to her university, her experience of German culture regarding 

campus drinking, and introduced Americans’ Discourse about the drinking age and her 

own opinion. She then further asked Korean participants about their views on alcohol 

use. Even when Erin claimed her role as a cultural informant, she would return Korean 

participants to a place of cultural authority and show interest by asking them additional 

questions. Such sophisticated questioning and answering techniques were completely 

absent in Minwha’s monotonous pattern of providing generalized information.   

In addition, Minwha’s belief that a truthful answer exists to an intercultural 

inquiry also restricted her participation. She said, “A lot of times, I found that other 

Koreans had already replied to Americans’ questions and had written something that I 

was going to write. There wasn’t much left for me to add.” She assumed that there was 
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only one or a limited number of answers to an intercultural inquiry and that there was no 

value in adding her agreement. Minwha viewed culture as absolute; that its cultural 

members universally share its elements. Interwoven in these beliefs and her devaluation 

of the project, she pursued an investment-efficient way to participate as she said, “There 

were some weeks when I would just go in, skim to see if there were any questions left 

unanswered. I would just answer those questions. Then I was done for the week.”  She 

conceptualized the intercultural discussion as a Q and A session where she completed the 

task by filling in the blank for outsiders. Minwha conceptualized the goal of the project as 

building absolute knowledge of each culture through authoritative answers.  This explains 

why she selectively answered the questions that did not involve various perspectives or 

multiple turn taking in a dialogue. 

Theme 2 “This was never an inter-cultural project but a mono-cultural project”: 
Cultural Membership and Knowledge Ownership 

In addition to the lack of instructional guidance, Minwha’s rigid view of group 

identity and cultural membership significantly influenced her participation. The following 

shows her rigid boundaries in defining cultural membership:  

This was never an inter-cultural project but a monocultural project. I think 
we should have been paired up with not Gyopo but white Americans who are not 
related to Korean culture at all. This would increase interest for both groups to 
know more about each other’s culture. Gyopo or Yuhaksaeng [Korean students 
studying abroad] who have lived here in Korea, they already know [about Korean 
culture], don’t they? Honestly, Yuhaksaeng wouldn’t have anything to be curious 
about because they already all know. What is there to talk about between them 
and us? (Translated Interview, my emphasis in bold). 

Minwha used demographic information to categorize people, as if such identities are 

given, natural, and predictable. She assigned people’s cultural membership based on 

nationality, ethnicity, and race. She only accepted the national Korean culture and the 
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national American culture, and thus, the culture of non-white was not qualified as one of 

the two equal [national] cultures in an exchange. Bound to this narrow definition of 

culture, she did not acknowledge dynamic individual identities and multiple cultural 

memberships. Therefore, she viewed her partners’ “Koreanness” as a disqualifying factor 

for their “Americanness.”  

This idea of single cultural membership with exclusive knowledge ownership 

blinded Minwah to the rich and unique perspectives that those Korean-Americans and 

Korean students experiencing American culture in the U.S. could provide; rather she was 

intimidated by outsider’s knowledge on “her” national culture, because it threatened her 

role as a cultural informant. The following example shows how American’s prior cultural 

knowledge shaped her participation.  

If they had not known about the Korean culture, they would have asked more 
questions. Like simple questions. But they already knew those simple cultural 
things, so they asked more notional and abstract things that required deeper 
thinking. I just wished they asked about trivial things, you know, something that I 
can EASILY answer. (Interviewee’s emphasis capitalized) 

Minwha was unwilling to examine the issues for their underlying cultural values and 

thought such an analytical approach was inappropriate for this task. However, her 

partners’ prior knowledge about Korean culture restricted her expertise. Rather she “felt 

helpless when other American students answered their own classmates’ questions” 

(Interview). Because she believed that cultural knowledge should come with one’s 

cultural membership, she latched on to her role as a cultural informant even more 

strongly. As a result, she prioritized relatively simple info-seeking questions the 

Americans posed to maintain her knowledgeable status as an insider of Korean culture. 

In her focus on fulfilling the informant role, she failed to develop her skills of 

discovery and interaction.  She disqualified her Korean-American partners as authentic 
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Americans and thus, she almost never posted questions of her own. The only question 

that she posed to her partners was during week 3: “With the help of a dictionary, I know a 

fraternity is a kind of club between males in college for social gatherings. I'd like to hear 

what people do as a member of it. Could someone tell me about it?” According to Byram 

(1997), skills of discovery and interaction are rooted in the ability to use a range of 

questioning techniques to elicit new knowledge from an informant and the ability to 

develop an explanatory system. However, Minwah was more interested in giving 

information about the exotic products and practices of her own culture than engaging in 

the discovery of complex cultural systems of both. Such an un-willingness precluded her 

from engaging in otherness in a relationship of equality and from exercising the skills of 

discovery in real-time interaction.   

To summarize, Minwha’s low motivation was conditioned by her evaluation of 

the instructional setting and her view of culture learning as optional; she attributed her 

low motivation to the absence of teacher guidance, for the project being embedded in the 

wrong class, and the existing knowledge that the partner group brought to the project.  

Further, her monolithic view of culture as national culture and beliefs about mutually-

exclusive cultural membership fortified her discourse role as an authoritarian cultural 

informant and delegitimized her partners’ bicultural identities. While attributing the 

failure of the project to outside sources, she felt helpless and could not present herself as 

an active learner who managed the activity to benefit her learning; rather she was 

minimally involved in the discussion.  As a result, she had difficulties in seeing the 

learning outcomes and the role of reflection in her process.  As she said, “I’ve got nothing 

to say in the reflection paper. I agonized to come up with what to put in the paper” 

(Interview). Minwha’s participation rendered only a “shallow learning” of information 
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and knowledge acquired without a fundamental understanding of the issues or reflection 

on her experience (Gipps, 1994). 

Minwha’s case highlights how a learner’s definitions of culture as well as views 

on cultural learning and cultural groups precondition his or her expectation of a task, a 

partner group, his/her participant role and ultimately affect his or her learning outcomes. 

This points to the importance of an instructor’s explicit instruction to raise students’ 

awareness of their existing expectations and meta-concepts prior to the project so that 

they can flexibly adjust them and grapple with learning affordances despite the 

institutional constraints. Minwha adds an important implication for teacher education 

programs involved in a telecollaboration: it is dangerous to assume that language teachers 

have already developed their intercultural competence and do not need any instructional 

support. In fact, when it comes to becoming an intercultural speaker, language teachers 

need to be re-positioned as a learner of interculturality. Lastly, given that an intercultural 

speaker is someone who is learning to become independent of the teacher and the limits 

of what can be achieved in the classroom, (Holec, 1981, as cited in Byram & Fleming, 

1998), an instructor of an intercultural project should encourage a learner to see 

his/herself as agentic, with ever-growing capacities. 

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS   

This study investigated Korean and American students’ online interaction for 

intercultural learning in a class-to-class telecollaborative project. Guided by an ecological 

perspective, my inquiry addressed the following questions: (1) How is the online 

interaction between American and Korean students embedded in larger systems? How do 

these systems interlock to shape their online discourse? (2) How do students approach the 
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situated activity and grasp the learning opportunities as they interact within this learning 

environment?   

The analysis revealed that the ecological telecollaboration model contains 

multiple nested systems in which students’ online discourse (microsystem) was 

embedded in an institutional setting (mesosystem) and cultural values (macrosystem). 

The study found that there was a lopsided participation pattern in the online discussion 

between the two groups: the American students participated more actively, asking 

questions and suggesting topics to discuss while the Korean students participated less and 

primarily limited their answers to providing factual information about Korean culture. 

Such divergent participatory patterns were related to the defining components of each 

system: On the macro level, first, existing ideologies about ethnic, social, and cultural 

identities on the Korean side heavily impacted their positioning of their foreign peers. 

Language ideologies in Korea describe white Americans as authentic native English 

speakers. This, combined with the cultural assumption that Gyopo (Korean-Americans) 

are fellow Koreans, caused the Korean participants to disqualify their partners. Korean 

cultural beliefs that privilege age and teacher authority aggravated such a gap. These 

cultural assumptions also influenced divergent perceptions of the task: the Korean 

participants viewed the task of discussion as an exchange of generalized cultural 

information and thus, played the role of cultural expert. In contrast, the American 

students framed the discussion as sharing personal opinions. On a meso level, the Korean 

participants viewed the project as misaligned with the goals of their course, and the 

absence of teacher instruction demotivated them. Teacher instruction on the American 

side focused on forming inquiry; this positioned the American participants’ as 

questioners and thus, positioned Korean participants as answerers. On a micro level, 
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footing and frame analysis of the plastic surgery forum revealed that students developed 

topics and constructed discourse roles at the intersection of local and global processes. 

The emergence of a particular topic and the way it developed was not arbitrary, but was 

connected to its immediately proceeding discourse (local process) and societal discussion 

on the topic (global process).  Students also constructed and negotiated discourses role 

through moment-to-moment interaction (local process), as well as through the macro 

aspect of socially-conferred identity influence (global process).  

The case study analysis of two American students and one Korean student 

indicated that individual students approach the intercultural online discussion with a 

different “self” (Layder, 1993), a different understanding of the nature of culture and 

intercultural communication, positioning of self and others, and sense of agency. These 

aspects influenced their expectation management, orientation toward the situated activity, 

and shaped their participation. For example, Erin used the forum to address her 

intercultural inquiry through topic initiation and development. She perceived the task as 

academic discussion and viewed opinion clashes and arguments as important qualities of 

intercultural learning. These beliefs, and her sense of agency in topic development, drove 

her to present strong opinions on potentially sensitive topics. However, most importantly, 

she was able to use reflection to rethink her approach to intercultural communication. 

Bob’s case showed how his narrow view of his bicultural identity motivated him to earn 

cultural knowledge, but adversely impacted his participation. His approach to 

intercultural learning as knowledge accumulation, combined with his absolute and 

evaluative statements in the forum, hindered his relationship building; thus, he 

disengaged him from participation. Heavily demotivated by the lack of instructional 

guidance, Minwha pursued an investment efficient approach to participation and only 
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mechanically answered questions. Her rigid definition of cultural membership 

delegitimized Korean-American partners’ bicultural identities. These case studies showed 

the divergent processes by which individuals interpret contexts, settings, and situated 

activities, and as a result, bring about diverse actions and responses to affordances in the 

learning environment.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

183 
 



  Chapter 6 Discussion 

In this chapter, I discuss the findings in relation to the existing literature. Next, I 

discuss the limitations of this study. Finally, I offer pedagogical implications and 

recommendations for future research.  

ECOLOGICAL APPROACH AS A LENS TO ONLINE INTERCULTURAL DISCOURSE  

An ecological approach to students’ online interaction proved to be a fruitful lens 

that integrated macro and micro perspectives, etic and emic stances as well as a local 

process and a global process (Erickson, 2004; van Lier, 2012). The contextual model of 

nested systems showed that online interaction was a local phenomenon that was driven 

by the immediate communicative needs of participants. Simultaneously it was influenced 

by many factors in the wider environment of the classroom, institutional setting, and 

sociopolitical forces. For example, while Erin and Minyoung constructed their roles as a 

devil’s advocate and as a teacher, respectively, in the plastic surgery forum, they 

constantly made footing and frame shifts based on their responsive understanding of the 

topic, audience, and purpose of the interaction. Their footing shifts illuminate a discourse 

role’s emergent and ever-changing qualities; it is constantly negotiated at the immediate 

local context. However, it is not independent from the macrosystems in which online 

discussion is nested.  Therefore, the current study highlights the tension between the local 

and global process in which discourse is constructed: this study shows that it is an error to 

consider local ecologies involved in real-time discourse in isolation from ecologies in the 

wider world. Further, it is also dangerous to see local social actions as if they are wholly 

determined by the wider sociocultural structures, obscuring the local order and the 

agency of the persons who are engaged in immediate social interaction. Therefore, the 

ideal approach to an ecological model of intercultural discourse lies in recognizing the 
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potential tension between the two positions illustrated above, and an awareness that 

neither of the two extremes can account adequately for the interaction that is occurring in 

multiple, mutually influencing social ecologies.  

RE-THINKING INTERCULTURAL COMPETENCE  

Management of Expectations 

While many FL educators and researchers have agreed that culture is an integral 

aspect of foreign language education, they have yet to adequately define what constitutes 

and indexes intercultural competence. The study findings underscore the need to refine 

the definitions in the existing literature.  The development of intercultural competence in 

the instructional setting requires a learner’s flexibility to reconstruct the given context 

into an imagined space where newly perceived property can sustainably create conditions 

that provide them with more affordances for learning.       

First, taking an ecological view of learning, the study shows that students’ 

expectation management is key to re-constructing their situated environment to generate 

more affordances for intercultural learning. In ecological terms, van Lier (2012) sees 

classrooms as niches within ecosystems. These niches have properties that suit the 

organism and provide affordances, but organisms can re-construct the niche, to some 

degree, to make them even more suitable. This can enhance the existing affordances, or 

even create new ones.  

As an ecological niche, the online communication space in the study is full of 

potential affordances, depending on how participants perceive its properties.  Important 

to note, when students entered this online project, they found that it was pre-constructed 

to a large degree (e.g. partner population, grade weight given to the online activity, 
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teacher’s participation level, discussion forum as a communication mode, cultural survey 

items, etc.). These conditions created or activated their various expectations and beliefs 

about how the activity should be carried out for their best use. However, they 

encountered moments when their expectations were in clash with these systems. As they 

encounter these clashes, students’ processes of expectation management are essentially 

their process of re-constructing the niche to enhance the existing affordances and create 

new ones.  

For example, Minyoung and Minwha had divergent reactions to their expectations 

that the partner group would be non-Korean Americans. Minyoung re-conceived the 

younger Korean-American group as culturally hybrid. She transformed them into a 

resource with unique perspectives and valuable information about Southern American 

culture, with which she had never had direct contact. In contrast, Minwha disqualified the 

same group as cultural informants because they did not represent mainstream white 

American culture, and thus were less useful for her learning.  That is, Minyoung reshaped 

this online space to relate to the partner students as valuable collaborators. In contrast, 

Minwha failed to perceive any potential advantages in this particular niche, and limited 

her level of interaction. The two students had divergent responses to their teacher’s lack 

of online participation as well. Minyoung re-constructed such a condition as an obligation 

to participate more as a facilitator, to assist her classmates, and to maximize her chances 

for learning. In contrast, Minwha perceived her teacher’s non-presence in the online 

space as demotivating and turned the project into a tool for a grade.  

Erin and Bob’s cases also demonstrate how expectation management impacts 

further exploration of affordances. As Erin’s expectation of the online discussion to be 

more academic was not met up, she negotiated her expectation of genre to fulfill her 
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learning goals; On the one hand, she insisted on pursuing the genre of academic debate in 

topics of personal investment, but elsewhere, she adopted a casual tone for relationship 

building. Her flexible negotiation of expectations provided her with a sustainable way to 

participate. Bob lacked this flexible approach. When the discussion content fell short of 

his expectations, he simply withdrew, as he believed he already possessed the knowledge 

others discussed.  

These context transformations are particularly important capital for learners in a 

class-to-class telecollaboration as so many factors in the system are impossible to 

perfectly control or predict. This ability to perceive the given context from all angles, as 

well as to negotiate one’s own and others’ expectations is even more necessary in real-

life intercultural relationship building. When a teacher is not present to prescribe a 

purpose and norms of intercultural interaction, students must constantly negotiate such 

expectations and rules of the communication for a mutually beneficial relationship. Erin 

provides a good example of this type of expectation negotiation. During the online 

project, she was very argumentative in discussing sensitive topics related to sexuality, 

gender, and minority issues to address her personally invested inquiry. However, she took 

a different approach to intercultural interaction when she was paired up with a Korean 

ESL student for intercultural learning in the following semester. She reported in the 

interview that she took her partner’s needs and tender personality into consideration 

during the second semester. She refrained from introducing controversial topics into 

conversations; rather she took it as a valuable opportunity to make a Korean friend who 

had lived in both countries and could provide a window into her own culture from an 

outsider’s perspective. She also valued that her partner, a living model of a young 

married Korean, could provide valuable insights into the gender roles in Korean society, 
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one of her main interests. Seeing the different aspects of the two given intercultural 

contexts and turning them into proper niches on their own terms, Erin reported that both 

the online and off-line projects granted her meaningful opportunities for intercultural 

learning.  

To conclude, intercultural contacts in an instructional or a real-life setting 

inevitably presuppose that expectations will be constantly created, perceived, conflicted, 

and/or negotiated. Just as a cave, a tree, or a leaf is given in nature, it may not be feasible 

to change the physical setting in the intercultural contact, but learners can cognitively re-

construct the given situation and transform it into their own ecological niche. This 

cognitive process, especially at the beginning of intercultural contact, is critical in 

shaping learners’ attitudes toward the value of the interaction and motivating them to find 

meaningfulness within the situation. It is for these reasons that intercultural competence 

should include learners’ strategies for re-configuring the given intercultural context and 

managing expectations in clash, so that they can continuously create conditions in which 

new affordances can be perceived for further learning.      

Agency 

This study confirms that what enables learners to see or perceive the property of a 

learning environment from a different angle is their agency, simply defined as movement 

in an ecological sense (van Lier, 2012). Seeing perception and mobility as mutually 

inclusive, van Lier (2012) argues that “an immobile perceiver is severely limited in terms 

of the diversity of what he or she can perceive” and that “rummaging around” in the 

learning environment engenders conditions in which new affordances can be perceived 

(p. 39).  
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In the online forum, this notion of “movement” requires a learner’s sense of 

agency in choosing topics to discuss, expanding the scope of discussion, developing 

dialogues, and using the forum to address their personally meaningful intercultural 

inquiry. For example, a sense of agency in topic initiation and development distinguishes 

Erin from Bob or Minwha. All three entered the project with genuine interests such as 

minority and gender issues (Erin), human rights in North Korea (Bob), and education 

(Minwha). However, Erin was much more tactful about handling topics and integrating 

her interests into the discussion, which facilitated her engagement. Erin was an active 

agent in her processes of topic choice, shift, and development, ensuring that her own 

intercultural inquiry was addressed and that new perspectives were elicited for her to 

ponder.  

In addition, this process of “movement” yielded new situations that came with 

various communicative demands for Erin to fulfill and new discourse roles for her to 

perform. She often had to step up to lead the discussion, develop several sets of dialogues 

with others, and repair relationships to keep the discussion rolling. Therefore, this 

“movement,” driven by her sense of agency, evidences her wide range of discourse 

ability; it is also a precondition for facilitating further engagement in the discussion. Bob 

and Minwha lacked these “movements” because their participation was dependent on 

what others know, ask, and do in the forum; thus, they claimed very little agency in 

creating their own affordances.  Bob, after realizing that that he “came off too strong” in 

his early posts (Interview), retreated and only read what others had to say; he even 

remained silent when his main interest, North Korea, was assigned as a topic of 

discussion. Bob could not adapt his communication style to address his inquiry within the 

discourse rules that participants were co-constructing. Rather, he fell back on a passive 

189 
 



position; “Let them talk what they are interested in and I would learn by listening to 

them” (Interview). Minwha also participated mechanically, imposing upon herself the 

responsibility of answering info-seeking questions without utilizing her participation to 

address her own intercultural inquiry. Lack of motivation alone does not explain their 

avoidance behaviors because both experienced a sense of helplessness, as Minwha 

reported, “There’s nothing I can do about what’s happening” (Interview).   

To conclude, the sense of agency is a crucial quality that enables leaners to stay 

engaged in communication and to achieve their own learning goals. These movements 

continuously create new communicative situations in which participants are challenged to 

perform a wide range of discourse functions.  Further, such diverse linguistic experiments 

also serve as critical texts, which students can reflect upon and apply in later intercultural 

communication.   

Identity Negotiation 

Although Byram’s Intercultural Competence (1997) model posits mediation 

between cultures and languages as central, it under-addresses the aspect of learners’ 

identity negotiation as a core process of becoming intercultural. The findings of this study 

suggest that these American students, who were susceptible to various ethnicity-based 

identity categories available in the U.S., had undergone an enormous amount of 

emotional labor in their search for an identity before they entered the project. These 

personal dimensions of their identity search significantly affected their orientation toward 

the target culture, positioning of self and other participants, their participation, as well as 

their learning outcome. For example, Bob, as a heritage speaker of Korean, could have 

used his genuine interest in connecting to his roots as powerful motivation for 

communicating with the Korean participants. However, he viewed his dual identity 
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negatively, as “hyphenated” and a “liminal space” from which he could not ever escape  

(Interview) and as if his identity had to reside firmly within one category. Wrestling with 

this identity issue drove him to accumulate knowledge about Korean culture, yet his 

knowledgeable status, combined with his unwillingness to communicate, hindered his 

relationship building with others in the online discussion.  Given the personal and 

emotional demands of identity struggle, how a learner views his or her identity and self-

discovery cannot be overlooked in students’ intercultural competence. 

In this light, “third place,” (Kramsch, 1993) and “third spaces” (Bhabha, 1990) 

serve as useful metaphors for language learners to address their complex experiences of 

identity challenge, development and changes. These perspectives circumvent an 

individual’s perceived obligation that she or he must adopt one culture and rejecting the 

other, or replace certain identity characteristics with the others.  The process of 

“becoming intercultural” inherently involves identity negotiation and it is a life-long 

process. When perceiving multiple identities that are seemingly incompatible, an 

individual experiences a wide range of feelings, reactions, and often, internal conflicts 

while striving to achieve a coherent identity. As Bob rightly pointed out, such a space of 

confusion is inescapable and never-ending. This is because identity can only be 

understood as dynamic processes of being or becoming and is never a final or settled 

matter (Kim, 2001, as cited in Spencer-Oatey et al., 2009). Therefore, a site for identity 

conflict should not be an in-between, anxiety-provoking space an individual strives to 

escape from by choosing among aspects of his or her identity. Rather, it is an ever-

expanding space for someone to dwell in, to negotiate non-negotiable polarities, to 

increase one’s capacity to handle the divide and ultimately to merge all these into a self.   
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This awareness yields language learners valuable insights into their ongoing 

process of life-long journey to “becoming intercultural” and into seeing others as multiple 

identities as well. This notion will help students to better understand and embrace the fact 

that they will be required to constantly negotiate their ethnic, cultural, social, professional 

identities in their lives. It will further help them to understand that applying rigid identity 

categories to position others is counterproductive in intercultural relationship building. 

As Kramsch (2012) argues, transcultural competence requires everybody to “critically 

examine the very categories by which we compare ourselves to others” and to gradually 

move into an imagined space where one can see oneself and others holistically (p. 19).  

Competence? Capacity! Awareness!  

Byram (1997) proposed intercultural competence as the intended outcomes of 

foreign language instruction. However, researchers have recently pointed out that the 

term “competence” can be misleading in that it can reduce complex, situated, learned 

expertise to sets of knowledge and behaviors (Lu & Corbett, 2012). As I pointed out 

earlier, becoming intercultural involves very personal and emotional dimensions and it is 

a life-long process. Students’ previous belief systems, world view, cultural practices, and 

personal identity struggles are deeply ingrained in their ways of feeling, thinking, and 

behaving. Therefore, it is not realistic or ideal for language educators to believe that a 

semester or two will change how students feel and think, and lead to behavior changes. 

Instead, intercultural language education should shift its attention from achieving 

students’ competence to expanding their capacity to experience intercultural encounters 

as transformative experiences beyond classrooms.  

This alternative notion of capacity is in keeping with Phipps and Levine (2012)’s 

suggestion. In their theorization of critical intercultural education, language pedagogy, 
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and research, they distinguished capacity as a “disposition for action” as compared to 

competency, how well someone can do something (p. 10). They explain it is more 

important for a foreign language learner to have a disposition to “try to overcome 

conflict, consider critically, reflect on context and contingency, and perhaps one day do 

this very well, as part of a lifelong endeavor” (p. 10). Therefore, what should be expected 

of a learner is to make efforts “to continuously create conditions in which their capacity 

to language is nurtured, out of which full competency may one day be achieved” (Phipps 

& Levine, 2012, p. 10). Essentially, the ecological perspective assumes the same position 

toward language learning, as van Lier (2000) argues, it is more important to “identify 

sowing events which lead to the emergence of learning” rather than focusing on 

“evidence of the reaping kind, tangible countable linguistic objects of some kind” (p. 

255). Since development of an intercultural personhood is a life-long process, instruction 

should focus on empowering students to become independent intercultural speakers with 

ever-growing capacity, and equip them with the systemic tools to investigate their 

intercultural experiences.  

Raising awareness is the educational action of planting seeds for later blooming 

into an intercultural speaker. As van Lier, (2012) strongly argues “all learning is 

perception, and perception is both the results and the origin of action” (p. 39). The 

educational goal is not to force students to see in a certain way, but to help learners  

maintain awareness, to see things they have never been able to see before. Ting-Toomey 

(2005) elaborates, using Langer (1989)’s concept of mindfulness, that when an individual 

engages in inherently uncertain intercultural communication, she or he must be awakened 

to see his or her own habitual mental scripts, preconceived expectations, and to refrain 

from filtering new experiences down through old frames of reference. This state of 
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mindfulness helps an individual move beyond his or her own routinized, reactive stage of 

assessing intercultural others (Ting-Toomey, 2005). Instead of focusing on finalized 

outcomes, a mindful individual engages in an intentional proactive stage to understand 

new phenomenon and to construct their own and others’ identities in more complex ways 

(Ting-Toomey, 2005). Awareness that “what I know now is not the end of it” and the 

mindset of moving into complex and open-ended inquiry enables language learners to 

adopt decentered perspectives. Such awareness will continuously create conditions in 

which their intercultural capacity will be expanded.  

PEDAGOGICAL IMPLICATION  

Earlier, I discussed the student ability and attitude required to re-construct the 

learning environment for more affordance generation. I also pointed out students’ sense 

of agency as well as their flexible embrace of multiple identities in themselves and others 

as important qualities of an intercultural speaker. However, this emphasis does not 

exclusively place the accountability of learning in the hands of the student. Rather this 

pinpoints the important pedagogical role of providing well-structured tasks, overtly 

addressing the purpose and intended outcome of the activity, and guiding students 

throughout the entire process. These steps enable students to access affordances and 

encourage their engagement. While telecolalborative studies have emphasized student 

interaction as a locus of learning, pre-/post- interaction and scaffolding deserve much 

more attention to maximize learning outcomes.  

Prior to Online Interaction  

Class instruction should allow a few weeks prior to online interaction for students 

to (1) discuss their expectations, revisit their existing cultural knowledge, beliefs, and 
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positions; (2) discuss the nature of culture, intercultural communication, and intercultural 

speakers; and (3) set specific learning goals for the project based on the these discussion. 

First, a teacher needs to clearly explain the purpose, layout, schedule, weekly activities, 

and intended learning outcomes of the activity. In the study, students did not know what 

to expect or what was expected of them. This confusion hovered throughout the project 

and required them to take many risks in their communicative choices. More importantly, 

classroom discussion should raise students’ awareness of their own expectations, prepare 

them to “expect the expectation clashes” down the road of exchange, and to think through 

how they can stay engaged in such circumstances.    

Second, in-class discussion should directly address definitions of culture, the 

nature of culture learning, intercultural communication, cultural membership, the concept 

of intercultural speaker and its required qualities. Discussing these academic concepts 

provides an important cognitive frame for the activity. In this study, students’ 

interpretation of the activity varied greatly due to their diverse concepts of these notions, 

resulting in widely divergent participatory patterns. Pre-discussion could also help 

students to understand that becoming an intercultural speaker is a life-long process, to see 

how this semester-project fits into their long-term goals, and to set specific learning goals 

for the project. 

Lastly, a teacher should instruct students to come up with specific intercultural 

inquiry and learning goals and to use them as a motivational force. Many students wrote 

in their prior-project essay that “I will just absorb anything,” and “Anything will be 

helpful.” However, such an “anything-approach” was not motivating or effective. As 

Erin’s case suggests, students benefit from focused-learning and self-guidance as they 
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incorporate their own interests into the online discussion to make it personally 

meaningful.  

Post-online Interaction  

The above mentioned pre-online interaction is extremely important for pre-setting 

students’ alignment toward the project so they will not “miss the communication” in the 

first place (Ware, 2005). This preparation prior to online contact will help lessen 

students’ confusion and frustration as the project unfolds. In addition, teachers and 

students should not lose sight that intercultural learning does not exclusively lie in the 

real-time interaction but can emerge during reflection on the interaction. Because 

intercultural communication is inherently “messy” and very context-contingent, it is quite 

demanding for students to predict macro-level expectations, identify how such factors 

influence them, and manage them while they are in the course of online interaction. 

Therefore, it is important to plan time (possibly even a few weeks) toward the end of the 

semester for open discussion, analysis and reflection on critical moments of interaction.  

This class instruction should invite students to openly discuss miscommunication 

and conflict to negotiate multiple interpretations of such critical moments. Many 

researchers in FL telecllaborative studies have valued the occurrence of intergroup 

tensions, conflicts, and miscommunication as important learning opportunities. 

Furthermore, they advocated to “teach the conflicts” (Schneider & von der Emde, 2005), 

“embrace conflict” (Kramsch, 1995), or to “capitaliz[e] on the exploration of rich points” 

(Agar, 1994; Belz, 2005 p. 29). These scholars explain that conflict has important 

intellectual and dialogic functions.  Activity theory practitioners (Engeström, 1999) also 

emphasize that the resolution of contradictions leads to development, which will create 

even more contradictions for learners to process. Therefore, tolerating conflicts and 
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remaining curious about them, rather than avoiding or ignoring them, should be promoted 

for students’ reflective practice.  

The current study also confirms the need of placing miscommunication at the 

center of students’ reflection. For example, it is noteworthy that many interviewees 

referred to the plastic surgery forum as the most controversial, yet the most memorable. 

Students wrote diverse reactions to the way the forum unfolded: American students found 

the discussion on plastic surgery “interesting,” “ heated,” “controversial,” “slight 

argument,” “hot topic.” Korean student felt it was “potentially offensive,” “judgmental,” 

and “one side ramrods one’s view.” Whether positive or negative, students on both sides 

felt there was something for further exploration in the responses to this topic. This is the 

“rich point” (Agar, 1994), the moment of surprise and incomprehension when many 

differing languacultural sources come into play that are not shared by all participants.  As 

Ware and Kramsch (2005) assert, class discussion needs to fill gaps like this and open 

such “critical incidents” for public interpretation and explicit discussion in class. 

Given the importance of foregrounding conflicts and miscommunication for 

deeper reflection, the next question is then, what aspects of the exchange do teachers 

need to prompt students to analyze and discuss? There are many things a teacher can 

draw students’ attention to when analyzing for miscommunication. In particular, the 

model generated in the study provides a potential source for topics of inquiry. As students 

consider the multiple systems in which the miscommunication is nested, they can discuss 

(1) How certain topics entail socially and culturally contingent emotions and memories as 

well as how each society has differently developed collective discourse around a certain 

topic, (2) How existing ideologies about the partner group’s identity shaped expectations 

of their own participatory roles as well as their foreign peers’, and (3) How expectations 

197 
 



of communication genre in the situated activity influence the discourse choices. A teacher 

should also encourage students to consider how divergent institutional conditions of the 

exchange influence participation. Helping students to see the invisible aspects of 

intercultural (mis) communication, therefore, includes providing students with 

metalanguage tools and training students as amateur discourse analysts (Ware & 

Kramsch, 2005).   

Giving students metalanguage tools to talk about ambiguities of the exchange 

serves two purposes. First, it helps students to see culture as language or discourse. That 

is, as students use interactional pragmatics, speech acts, communication styles, face 

(Brown and Levinson, 1978), frame, and footing (Goffman, 1986) to analyze how 

miscommunications arise, students come to understand  “language not [as] a closed set of 

linguistic structures, but as an open set of semiotic signs whose meanings can only be 

negotiated, not codified” (Ware & Kramsch, 2005, p. 200). Second, using these academic 

concepts in analyzing the self-produced text will allow some emotional distance. Because 

their own involvement may introduce subjectivity in their analysis of the text, a teacher 

can use outside texts, first, to demonstrate how to analyze discourse from an academic 

perspective. Once students practice with these texts, they can engage in analyzing their 

own miscommunication from a more objective perspective. Another technique would be 

to have students identify critical moments in segments of transcript and write an 

imaginary dialogue of how it might have gone differently. These activities will train 

students in discourse analysis and raise their critical awareness of culture-as-discourse, 

that is, that discourse is a sociocultural practice and meaning in intercultural discourse is 

always negotiated.   
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To conclude, FL telecollaborative researchers need to debunk the myth that 

students willingly engage with others in telecollaboration, develop harmonious 

communication, and that their intercultural understanding will accumulate in predictable 

ways as the exchange unfolds. On the one hand, class instruction should provide ample 

scaffolding so that students can enter with a better understanding of the project, and 

strategies for how they can best take advantage of this activity for their learning.  On the 

other hand, class instruction should re-position any inevitable miscommunication as 

learning resources and allow students reflective practice to “talk about their talk” after the 

exchange is over. By placing reflection on (mis) communication at the center of 

intercultural learning, a project would emphasize the impact of students’ reflection on 

their interactional experiences, and foster their intercultural awareness even more than the 

intercultural contact itself. As I discussed, a learners’ intercultural capacity expands when 

he continues to question intercultural phenomenon and to examine them closely.  

LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY   

The main limitation of this study relates to the nature of qualitative inquiry and 

the case study methodology in which the study is grounded. The study focused on 

establishing an ecological model and explicating the nature of the different systems in 

which the online discourse was embedded. I must acknowledge that there are a number of 

factors that may have influenced the communication in the study. For example, some 

aspects of the data, such as cross-cultural views of technology use for intercultural 

communication, were not represented as defining elements of each system. I made 

informed, data-driven choices in representing the findings, however, a qualitative 

approach still introduces subjectivity. I faced similar difficulties in reducing an enormous 

amount of the data to a story with only a few emergent themes. Therefore, readers should 
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keep in mind that there are many more, less-obvious, realities that exist to explain the 

phenomenon under examination, yet are not reported as findings.  

The qualitative nature of the study also limits the generalizability of the findings 

because the study was conducted in a very particular graduate course in Korea and a 

Korean language course at a university in the U.S.  The constructed model may not 

transfer to other educational and instructional settings and regions, even those that 

involve American-Korean telecollaboration. Research focusing on other telecollaborative 

contexts will reveal differing models, constituting systems, themes, patterns, and insights. 

For example, if a Korean class is paired up with an English language class with a 

relatively equal status, the results may look different from the current findings. If the 

partnership involves a Korean class in Los Angeles where the Korean population is the 

largest in the U.S., the learners’ needs for telecollaboration and learning outcomes may 

be different. 

In addition, numerous sources were used to triangulate the date, however, they 

were not exhaustive in completing the picture of the multiple ecologies described in the 

study. The research design did not include classroom audio recordings. Instead, I wrote 

reflective journals to describe my students’ discussion, comments, and questions. 

However, this data was reliant on my memories of the classroom discussion and was 

from my perspective; thus it was potentially biased and incomplete. Further, the 

information about what students did in the partner instructor’s class was exclusively 

dependent on interviews in which he and his students reported about their experiences 

after the project was over. Audio recordings of the class would have provided a much 

more objective picture of the instructional contexts. This data source would have been 

valuable to show how the classroom discussion influenced the way online discussion was 

200 
 



constructed and to point out how to improve teacher instruction for telecollaborative 

projects.  

Stimulated recall response on the online communication texts would also have 

provided richer information about learners’ ability to analyze themselves within the 

interaction. This technique shows whether students can see how participants are co-

constructing the communication rules, and to identify misunderstandings and their 

causes. In addition, it allows them to analyze how other participants understand their 

posts, and how their posts influence the flow of interaction. While stimulated recall of a 

very few selected segments of the interaction was employed for a few American 

interviewees, this data were absent from the Korean participants. Skills of interpreting, 

discovery, interaction and the ability to reflect on such skills are important aspects of 

intercultural communicative competence; therefore, it is limiting not to have this source 

in the current telecollaborative study.  Although students’ reflective journals partially 

provide such information, stimulated recall response provides more accurate evidence of 

their discourse competence as they are prompted to analyze the discussion texts line by 

line. 

Another limitation involves my dual roles as a researcher and a teacher of the 

Korean class where the data were collected. I made efforts to provide a rich description of 

the participants, and stated my positionality and researcher bias, however, 

misinterpretation, and mistranslation of the data are inevitable in a qualitative study. For 

example, having interaction with the American students in my own class enabled me to 

have a deeper understanding of my participants as people. This added strength to my 

study, but also presented challenges; my impression of their performance, attitude in class 

and extended personal conversations with them might have formed a bias toward them 
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and influenced my interpretation of the data. I also conducted the post-project interviews 

with my own American students. Although the interviews were conducted after the 

course grade was already finalized, some students might have withheld information or 

might have been more careful in their answers as they were planning to take my next 

level Korean class. Therefore, the findings need to be cautiously evaluated.  

Last limitation involves the reality of the research contexts in which the current 

study was situated. As a researcher of the current study, I was more invested in this 

telecollaboration project than was Mr. Choi. This asymmetry influenced the way we 

framed the project, built relationships with the students, and understood our roles as 

teachers. Therefore, equal relationships for collaboration were not established from the 

beginning of the study. These conditions in turn impacted students’ divergent approaches 

to the project, their participation, and their learning outcomes. Although Korean graduate 

students may have felt somewhat misled, this does not mean that the project was less 

useful for the Korean English learner populations. Rather, all FL educators and 

researchers interested in telecollaborative studies should remember the equal and 

mutually beneficial relationships underlie “collaboration.” Further, as I emphasized in the 

pedagogical implications section, this limitation alerts instructors on the Korean side to 

realize how critical their role is in co-building such relationships. They may need to raise 

students’ awareness of their cultural assumptions and ideologies so that they can turn this 

intercultural encounter into a life-transforming experience. 

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

While existing studies have pointed out the pivotal role a teacher plays in the 

success of a telecollaborative project, there are very few studies that directly investigate 

how a teacher’s participation in online discussion affects students’ participation and their 
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learning outcomes.  Most studies have depicted teachers as administrators of a project 

and/or collaborators of the partner teacher(s). Rarely have teachers participated in the 

student project as an equal member in an online forum. The study findings indicate that 

students desperately need their teacher’s participation in the forum and that teachers can 

play critical roles as moderators, facilitators, and bicultural beings. When it comes to 

“becoming intercultural,” the boundary between teachers and learners is blurry. 

Therefore, a teacher’s participation in online activities is ideal not only for re-positioning 

himself as an intercultural learner but also for providing his bicultural insights and direct 

scaffolding for students in the forum. Teachers’ mediation in the student forum, as well 

as its impact on student participation and learning outcomes, remain unexplored. Future 

research in this regard will add more fruitful perspectives as to what extent intercultural 

learning is autonomous or if teachers’ expertise and direct intervention can better 

facilitate students’ learning in telecollaboration. 

Previous telecollaborative studies have dominantly depended on “distanced” 

online collaboration for partnership. While it bears its own merits, intercultural foreign 

language education should also consider new configurations of collaboration, linking 

local expert speakers with foreign language students. Following the online 

telecollaborative project, I organized a one-on-one languacultural partnership between 

American students in my Korean class and a volunteer group of ESL Korean students on 

campus. Both groups of students confirmed the mutual benefits of this intra-community 

collaboration; Korean ESL students had felt their deficient language proficiency had 

marginalized them in the university community and had struggled with their adaptation to 

a new culture. They reported this partnership enabled them to re-position themselves as 

helpful cultural experts. American students generally reported that they could address 
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their inquiry immediately with their partners in a personal context. Heritage speakers in 

the American group also valued opportunities to build personal relationships with newly 

arrived Koreans of their age in the university. This was because most heritage speakers 

had no contact with the newly arrived Koreans in their Korean-American immigrant 

community. While telecollaborative studies have romanticized cross-pacific intercultural 

contact, valuable intra-community resources and within-institution collaboration remain 

outside of the intercultural FLE.  Future studies should consider drawing local 

populations into a telecollaboration project. Such a hybrid project could address the 

limitation of distanced partnership and broaden the scope of intercultural FLE. 

Lastly, given that becoming an intercultural speaker is a life-long journey, greater 

examination on the post-project intercultural competence development of language 

learners warrants further attention. Findings from this study indicate that learners do not 

enter a project with a blank mind; rather they come in with their own belief systems, 

differently interpret the tasks and grapple for learning affordances, and leave the project 

and classroom with a varying degree of intercultural competence. Often, FL 

telecollaboration studies do not look beyond the computer screen or the classroom walls. 

However, I was able to work with Bob and Erin in my Korean class in the following 

semester in the one-on-one languacultural project. They showed significantly different 

ways of applying their previous online intercultural experiences to their new task; Erin 

applied her modified approach to intercultural communication by maintaining a friendly 

and reciprocal relationship with her partner, even after the semester was over. On the 

contrary, Bob struggled again with relationship building and limited communication with 

his partner to a tool for assignment completion. This made me aware of the needs to 

conduct longitudinal research on students’ learning trajectories. Such long-term studies 
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will contribute to the limited body of research on FL telecollaboration, which has 

narrowly looked at students’ semester-long online interaction and assessed their learning 

at only one given point in time. They will add further perspectives about how students 

transform intercultural classroom experiences into the basis for becoming independent 

intercultural speakers in their real-life contexts. Given that becoming an intercultural 

speaker is an autonomous life-long journey, such long-term research is necessary for 

understanding this process. 
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Appendix A: Graduate Course Syllabus  

How to teach EFL Listening & Speaking 
 
EXPECTATIONS: 
Attendance - You are expected to attend all classes and complete all assignments in order to 
complete “how2ls” satisfactorily.  
Quality Work – Substandard work is not acceptable.  
Honor Code - Complete your own assignments based on your own skills & abilities.  
Responsibility – Be responsible for retaining copies of your work necessary.  
 
REQUIREMENTS  

TELECOLLABORATIVE INTERCULTURAL PROJECT  (30%) 
  Individual or Group work  

READING REFLECTIONS      (20%) 
  Post your reflection on the Moodle as scheduled.   

QUIZZES                    (10%) 
  Three quizzes 

MICRO-TEACHING       (30%) 
Individual or Group presentation on your topic or teaching method 

ATTENDANCE & PARTICIPATION     (10%) 
Active participation is absolutely required 
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Weeks Dates Topics Reading 
Assignments 

Presentations 

Week 1 Sep. 04 Course Introduction   

Week 2 Sep. 11 The Importance of 
Teaching Listening 
Comprehension in L2 
Learning 

Flowerdew & Miller 
(pp.47-61)® 

 

Week 3 Sep. 18 
Quiz#1 

Factors affecting 
Listening 
Comprehension 

Flowerdew & Miller 
(pp.21-46) 
Article ® 

 

Week 4 Sep. 25 
 

Obstacles to 
developing spoken 
language 

Flowerdew & Miller 
(pp.83-123) ® 
Bailey (pp.158-185) 

 

Week 5 Oct. 2 “No Class”  -  Chuseok 
Week 6 Oct. 9 

Quiz#2 
World Englishes Articles  Presentation 

Week 7 Oct. 16 Dictation in Listening 
Practice 

Article Presentation  

Week 8 Oct. 23 Computer-Assisted 
Communications 

Article ® / Bailey 
(pp.29-88) ® 

Presentation 

Week 9 Oct. 30 “Fall Break” 
Week 
10 

Nov. 6 Application of 
Technology for spoken 
language development 

Flowerdew & Miller 
(pp.129-136/ 162-
183) 

Presentation 

Week 
11 

Nov. 13 Movies for teaching 
spoken language 

Article ® / Bailey 
(pp.89-115) 

Presentation 

Week 
12 

Nov. 20 
Quiz#3 

Pop songs for teaching 
spoken language 

Article (Packet) Presentation 

Week 
13 

Nov. 27 Captioned authentic 
materials for 
teaching spoken 
language 

Article (Packet) ® 
Bailey (pp.119-155) 

 

Week 
14 

Dec. 4 News for teaching 
spoken language 

Article (Packet)  

Week 
15 

Dec. 11 Issues in tests of 
spoken language 
proficiency 

Flowerdew & Miller 
(pp.198-210)® 

 

Week 
16 

Dec. 18 Ways to a good 
listening teacher 

Article (Packet)  
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Appendix B: Undergraduate Course Syllabus 
 

First-Year Korean I 
Fall 2009  *  KOR     (Unique       ) 

 
 

 
Instructor 
 
박민정 Minjung Park 
Office Hours: Wed 9:30-11:30 PM; By appointment   
E-mail:  
Office:  
 
Class Hours & Locations 
 
MW 8:00-9:00  
TTH 8:00-9:30  
 
Course Description & Goals 
 
The course is targeted for beginners of Korean language. The goal of this course is to acquire the basics and 
achieve intermediate beginner level of proficiency in four skills of speaking, writing, listening and reading 
in modern Korean. It also provides opportunity to explore Korean culture which will be actively 
incorporated in language learning activities. It aims to promote the understanding of Korean culture and 
raise critical intercultural awareness as well as acquire Korean language. 
 
Course Structure 
 
Textbooks  
 
*available at the University Co-Op 
Required: Integrated Korean: Beginning 1 by Cho, Lee, Schultz, Sohn & Sohn, University of Hawaii 

Press 
                 (Textbook Website: http://www.hawaii.edu/uhpress/realaudio/klear/beg1/) 
Recommended: Sounds of Korean: A Pronunciation Guide by Choo & O’Grady, University of Hawaii 

Press 
                          Handbook of Korean Vocabulary by Choo & O’Grady, University of Hawaii Press 
Grading  
 
Quizzes / Dictation                                          20 % 
Mid-term Exam (Written/Oral)  20% (10/10)  
Final Exam (Written/Oral)          25 % (15/10) 
Homework                    10 % 
Attendance/Class Participation            10% 
Intercultural Project                                          15% 
 
Grading policy and performance description 
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• All the announcements about the course and class information, class materials and assignments will be 
posted on the Blackboard. Please make sure to check the Blackboard regularly. 
• Makeup quizzes or exams should be taken no later than two weeks of the designated day and only 50% 
of the credit will be accepted.  
• Dictation exams will be given eight times in Thursday classes. Each covers the main text contents 
lectured in the previous classes. 
• Quizzes will be given eight times in Wednesday classes. Each quiz will mainly test the basic vocabulary 
of the text covered in the previous classes.  
• Midterm Exams will be given in the 8th week; Oral midterm exam will be an oral presentation of self 
introduction, covering 10 % of the final grade, and written midterm exam will cover 10 % of the final 
grade.  
• Final Exams will compose of an Oral Final Presentation and a Written Final Exam. The Oral Final exam 
is a skit presentation which will be given on the last class day and cover 10% of the final grade. The 
Written Final Exam will be given at the designated time and location by the University during the official 
final exam period, covering 15% of the final grade. 
• Homework will be given ten times mostly weekly base. Each homework will be posted by Wednesday 
night on the Blackboard and it is due on the next Monday. If you cannot come to Monday class, you can 
either submit it via e-mail to the instructor or leave it in her mail box which is on the fifth floor of the 
WCH. Homework will be checked and returned to you on the next Thursday class. It will be graded on the 
completion base. Late homework will be accepted by two weeks later than the due date and will get only 
50% of its full credit. If anybody has any technical problems to download and print out homework from the 
Blackboard, ask for a hard copy to the instructor. 
• Attendance: Since this is a language course, regular attendance is important. First three absences will 
be excused and each absence thereafter will subtract 1 point per session. Absence due to medical 
emergency can be excused with an official proof such as doctor’s notice, etc. 
• Class Participation reflects how well you are prepared for the class and how cooperative you are in class 
activities. 
 
Telecollaborative Intercultural Project  
 
Purpose 
The purpose of the project is to open a channel for Internet-mediated intercultural communication between 
American learners of Korean and Korean learners of English and to help them develop intercultural 
communicative competence and language development as well through the semester-long construction of 
peer-relationship. In particular, both groups of students will have opportunities to reflect their own culture, 
to view it from the perspectives of others through online discussion and analysis of culture-related material 
and ultimately develop a critical and mutual understanding of the culture. 
 
Assignment 
Participation in online discussion : language for intercultural communication is English 
½ page weekly reflection paper in English 
 
***note*** 
• Detailed descriptions of performance & instructions will be provided as the semester unfolds 
• The project models well-established Cultura Project between students at MIT and Universities in 

France. If interested, check out their Cultura website : http://web.mit.edu/french/culturaNEH/ 
 
Relevant Policies 
 
Policy On ADA: 
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Any student with a documented disability (physical or cognitive) who requires academic accommodations 
should contact the Services for Students with Disabilities at 471-6259 (voice) or 1-866-329-3986 (Video 
Phone) as soon as possible to request an official letter outlining authorized accommodations. 
 

Policy on Scholastic Dishonesty  

Any act that breaches standards of academic integrity is considered as ‘scholastic dishonesty’ and will be 
punished according to the University policies. Scholastic dishonesty includes, but not limited to, cheating, 
unauthorized collaboration, and copying of others’ works.  

Course Schedule 

 

Monday 
(Listening) 

Tuesday 
(Text/Vocab) 

Wednesday 
(Grammar) 

Thursday 
 (Task/Function) 

 
Lessons 

  8/26  
Class begins 8/27 

 Week 1  
Placement/Introduction 

8/31  9/1  9/2 9/3    
 Week 2 
한글: Korean Alphabet 

9/7  
Labor Day 

Holiday  
9/8   9/9   9/10  

Dictation #1 

 Week 3 
한글: Korean Alphabet 

9/14  
 9/15   9/16  

Quiz #1 
9/17  
Dictation #2 

 Week 4 
Useful Expressions  

9/21  
HW #1 due 9/22   9/23  

Quiz #2 
9/24  
Dictation #3 

 
Week 5 
Lesson 1 인사 (Greetings) 

9/28  
HW #2 due 9/29   9/30  

Quiz #3 
10/1  
Dictation #4 

 Week 6 
Lesson 2 대학 캠퍼스 
 (The University Campus) 

10/5  
HW #3 due 10/6  10/7  

Quiz #4 
10/8  
Dictation #5 

 Week 7 
Lesson 3 한국어 수업 
 (Korean Language Class) 

10/12  
HW #4 due 10/13  

10/14  
Written  
Mid-term 

10/15  
Oral  
Mid-term 

 Week 8 
Lesson 3 한국어 수업 
 (Korean Language 
Class)/ 
Mid-terms 중간고사 

10/19  
 Movie 

10/20  
Movie 

10/21  
 

10/22  
 

 Week 9 
Movie    영화보기/ 

Lessons 4 학교에서 (At 
School) 

10/26 10/27  10/28 
Quiz #5 10/29   

 Week 10 
Lessons 4 학교에서 (At 
School) 
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11/2  
HW #5 due 11/3   11/4   

 
11/5  
Dictation #6 

 Week 11 
Lesson 5 나의 하루 (My 
Day)/ 

11/9  
 11/10  11/11  

Quiz #6 
11/12  
Dictation #7 

 Week 12 
Lesson 5 나의 하루 (My 
Day) 
Lesson 6 주말 (Weekend) 

11/16  
HW #6 due 11/17  11/18  

Quiz #7 
11/19  
Dictation #8 

 Week 13 
Lesson 6 주말 (Weekend) 

11/23  
HW #7 due 11/24  11/25  

 

11/26  
Thanksgiving 
Holiday  

 Week 14 
Lesson 7 서울에서 (In 
Seoul) 

11/30  
HW#8 due 12/1  12/2   

Quiz #8 
12/3   
*Oral Final 

 Week 15 
Lessons 7 서울에서 (In 
Seoul)/ 
Review   복습/ 
Oral Final 말하기 
기말고사 

 

*The Written Final Exam Date: designated time and location by the University during the official 
final exam period 
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Appendix C: Class Handout 

Week 4 School/College Life  
In-class activity 

4.2 Survey Analysis 
Make 4 groups of 5. Each group is responsible for analyzing at least the two 
data sets of their choice. You can do more if time allows. Each group will 
present their analysis and findings to the whole class.  
 
1. Linguistic understanding 
First, as a group, read through the responses from the both groups and 
make sure to understand the responses in Korean. Help one another and 
refer to the glossary provided if needed.  
 
2. Comparative analysis 
Make a comparison of the responses from the two groups. What are the 
dominant answers in each group? Do you find any patterns in those 
responses in terms of content and language use? How are they similar or 
dissimilar? Do you find any themes emerged in the data? What about the 
variation within a group or outlier? Color-coding using highlighters may help 
visualize your categorization or analysis. Make a brainstorming web as a 
starter and write down the summary of your findings in the box below  
 
3. Reflection/generating online discussion topics 
Based on your(or your group’s) discourse analysis of the data, what can you 
infer about college life in Korea? What explanations do you think exist for 
your hypothesis about Korean culture based on your analysis?  How do you 
think your own culture of college life would be viewed by your foreign peers?  
What questions do you now have for them? What issues do you want to 
discuss online? Make notes in the box below. 
 
Word Association 
College life  대학생활 
boring fun reflective 
education, independence, laziness 
study, party, clubs 
identity, midterms, late-nate studying, friends, 
parties, freedom, fraternities/sororities, etc. 
Dorm, food, clubs 
studying, beer pong, debt 
study, independent, fun 
partying, studying, football 
Busy, social, demanding 
party, study, stress, fun 
Freedom Responsibility Laundry Friends 
very hard but fun 

책임감, MT, 동아리 
배고픈, 단조로운, 뭐든할 수 있을 것 같은 
가능성이 열려있지만 결과는 불투명한 
젊음의 낭만 
추억 술 친구 
캠퍼스의 낭만. 취업준비. 
자유, 자율, 책임감 
학업 축제 성장 
캠퍼스 커플, 엠티, 교환학생, 아르바이트 
자유, 책임감, 아름다운, 목숨을 걸다 
낭만, 열정, 자유 
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library, sleep, friends, study 
Maturation, studies, friendships 
busy, social, difficult 
friends, party, life 
Study, grades, party, food 
time management 

축제, 연애, 캠퍼스커플, 
캠퍼스, 설레임, 낭만 

 
Your analysis/findings/notes 
Study seems to be dominantly associated with college life in American side whereas  
I don’t see as many “study” in Korean side. I see more낭만, 캠퍼스 커플, 연애 appear 
more in Korean side. Both groups gave socializing activities such as party, clubs, 
fraternity and 엠티, 동아리, 술, 축제.  
Some responses  in American side : boring, laziness, stress and demanding, busy, 
difficult, hard  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Sentence Completion  
  A good college student is someone who… 
 

바람직한 대학생은... 
 

wants to excel. 
completes all assignments and studies daily 
studies alot 
studies, attends class, takes notes, and 
volunteers to talk in class 
studies, attend class, behave 
manages studying and hobbies. 
studies, works hard, goes to class 
studies, works hard, is successful 
studies, goes to all their classes, makes an 
extra effort, participates in class. 
makes great grades, studies, doesn't drink 
participates, studies when needed, can have 
fun 
manages to graduate 
has good study habits, has good balance of 
study time/social time, is open-minded 
can balance studies and friendships and does 
not get into trouble 
graduates, works hard, learns 
study, attend classes and ace their exam 
maintains a balance between studying and 
having fun. 
manages their time well 

공부, 레포트, 나이트 
선택한 분야의 공부를 하고 경험을 쌓는 
학생이다. 
적극적인, 내 진로를 개척해 가는, 사람들과 잘 
어울리는 
미래를 위해 투자함과 동시에 대학생활을 즐길 
줄 아는 사람 
노력하는  학생이다. 
자기가 찾아서 열심히 진로를 탐색하고 
연구하는 학생 
자신에게 주어진 자유를 무분별하게 사용하지 
않고 책임감있게 행동하는 사람 
학구적 
자신의 적성과 흥미에 맞는 전공을 살려 열심히 
공부하고 그 분야 경험도 쌓아 미래를 계획하고 
준비하는 한편 여행을 통해 견문을 넓히고 
자신의 학비는 스스로 마련할 줄 아는 자주적인 
학생 
모든 일을 즐기며, 최선을 다해서, 미래를 
준비하는 삶. 
자유와 낭만을 만끽하며 열정을 간직하는 
것이다 
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놀때 신나게 놀고 공부할때 열심히 
미래를 향한 비전을 세우고, 열정적으로 
도전하며, 인생경험을 쌓아야 한다 

 
Your analysis/findings/notes  
 
Study related action verbs appear dominantly in American side whereas I see more 
adjectives regarding the attitude to take toward college life appears in Korean side.  
Balancing studying and socializing appear in both groups.  
Building life experiences and preparation for future career are commonly associated 
with college life in Korean side.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Reaction to Situations 
You are a junior college student. Two 
freshmen in your student organization ask 
you to buy them a meal                                                                 

당신은 대학교 3학년입니다. 새로들어온 동아리 
신입생 두명이 밥을 사달라고 합니다.                                                               
 

OK 
I buy them a meal 
i pay for them 
I would get their tab and ask them to get my 
next two meals. 
I would offer to invite them over my house for 
dinner. 
I don't bring my wallet to school. 
Sure, this time only, I do not have alot of 
money because I am broke. 
tell them lets go eat then 
I would think, what? Why? And I would ask 
why, and probably ask them to pay me back. 
no 
Yeah I would buy them a meal, if they were 
Korean. Americans don't usually do that. 
why would I do that? 
I have no money! 
I would ask why and be suspicious... 
No. I have no money. 
yea why not 
Buy them a meal 
sure, but they owe me later. 

사준다 
아, 사줘야지..ㅎ 
그래. 밥먹으러 가자. 
그래! 귀여운 신입생들이 사달라고 하는 건데 
당근 사줘야지~ 
그래 
식권을 준다. 
밥을 사주고 앞으로 대학생활을 어떻게 알차게 
보낼 수 있는지 조언을 해준다 
밥을 사줘야죠. 선배들한테 얻어먹은 것도 
있고... 
술이나 한잔 하자 
괜찮은 시간을 정해서 밥을 사준다 
사준다 
귀엽다고 생각한다. 당장 사준다. 

214 
 



 
Your analysis/findings/notes  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Short Answer 
What do you remember most about your 
college life (or activities)? List 3 things.                                                         

대학생활 혹은 활동중 가장 기억에 남는 
세가지는 무엇입니까?                                                                
 

1. learning  meeting  eating 
2. Writing a 12-page essay in one night. That 

was a terrible experience.  My philosophy 
of aesthetics class. Brilliant teacher, 
intellectually invigorating.  The sink and 
dishwasher overflowing in my apartment. 

3. I was involved in organizations. I hung out 
alot with friends. I studied moderately. 

4. I remember my first week on campus, 
especially moving into my dorm.  I 
remember the late nights spent studying for 
exams in the library (I lived in the library 
during finals.).  I also remember the 
awesome people I met from organizations, 
parties and work. 

5. I remember late night studies before the 
exams, eating out with my friends 
everyday, and participate in club activities 

6. The most I remember about college so far 
are lectures, parties, and my boyfriend 

7. independence, bad dorm food, annoying 
roommates 

8. Long nights studying at home cramming for 
exams.    Fun parties with friends with the 
worst hangovers the next morning.    Very 
tiresome with school and work. 

9. My ex-boyfriend, working on the Plan II 
newspaper, living on my own for the first 
time. 

1. 고등학교 때와는 다른 수업진행 방식,  엠티 
갔던 일,  수업 끝나고 친구랑 맨날 놀던 일 

2. 멤버가 소수뿐이던 동아리, 축제 때 
선배들과 술 마신 기억, 망쳤던 발표 

3. 클럽에서 중국, 태국 여행을 간 것 , 
부전공을 한 것,  미국 연수를 갔다 온 것 

4. 첫 남자친구,  값싼 술집들,  40분씩 
타고다녔던 지하철 

5. 엠티. 미팅. 
6. 풋풋한 연애, 동아리 활동, 친목 
7. 대학축제, 장학금 받은 일, 클래식 기타 
써클활동시 연주회 가졌던 일, 

8. 교환학생,캠퍼스커플, 과엠티 
9. 여행, 연애, 결석 
10. 외부 동아리 활동,  UNESCO 국제 자원활동,  
유럽배낭여행 

11. 친구들, 미팅, 연애  
12. 동아리 활동, 술마시며 밤새 동아리 모임 
한것, 교환학생 간것, 

13. 캠퍼스 커플,체육대회,MT 
_____________________________________ 
1.고등학교: high school 다른: different  
수업진행 방식: class organization 엠티: MT 
membership training(?) 수업: class 끝나고: 
after finishing 친구: friends 랑 :with 맨날: 
everyday 놀다: hangout 
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10. failing exams, break ups, pulling all-
nighters 

11. Club activities, taking care of myself, and 
that College isn't like Highschool where if 
you're a good student and read your 
homework etc., you get a good grade.  In 
college, you have to know what you have 
to study and actually know the material 
instead of goody goody reading everything 
the teacher told you to. 

12. studying, cramming all night, hanging out 
13. Staying up late, trying hard to complete 

everything on time.  Hiking and swimming 
with my friends.  Being so confused about 
everything I did and why I did it. 

14. Meeting new friends, proud of new 
accomplishments, feeling very lost and 
alone 

15. taking tests, volunteering, meeting new 
people 

16. making lots of new friends  partying and 
chilling with friends  gain more experiences 
from life 

17. Studying/research  Hanging out with 
friends  Extracurricular activities. 

18. Studying late into the night Eating late at 
night Football games are amazing. 

2. 멤버: member 소수: only a few 동아리; 
students associations/ social clubs / 축제: 
college festivity 때:when 술 마시다: drinking 
alcohol 기억: memories 망치다: screw 발표: 
presentation 
3. 클럽: club 중국: china, 태국 :Thailand 여행: 
travel  부전공:minor 미국: America 연수: Study 
abroad, ESL program  
4. 첫: the first 남자 친구: boyfriend 값싼: 
cheap 술집: pub, 40 분:40minutes지하철: 
subway 
5. 미팅: group blind date 
6. 연애: romance, making a boyfriend or 
girlfriend, 친목: socializing 
7. 장학금:scholarship 써클활동: student 
organization, clubs, 연주회: performance 
8.교환학생: exchange student 과: department 
9.결석: absence 
10. 유럽:Europe 배낭여행: backpacking travel 
11. 친구들: friends 
12. 술 마시다: drinking alcohol 밤새: all night 
13.체육대회: 
 

 
Your analysis/findings/notes 
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Assignments  

 
 4.3 Online Discussion: go to activity 4.3 
Analysis of the survey results should provide you with an opportunity to reflect your 
own culture as well as the culture of others. Now, with the questions, findings, 
interpretations, opinions, hypothesis that you formed about the target culture based 
on your analysis, continue to discuss with your foreign peers online. The forum will 
be open from Friday 3:00 AM to Monday Midnight. During these days, try to visit 
the forum as often as possible(at least once a day) to keep the forum updated  so 
that you will have live dialogues in your foreign peers. Remember that someone 
should take the initiatives to spark the discussion.  
 
4.4 Weekly reflection: Go to activity 4.4 & submit your ½ -1pg 
reflection(single-spaced). 
Write ½-1 pg long reflective journal in your native language. Basically you think 
aloud your learning process by writing. This is to help you achieve “deep learning”, 
the ability to reflect on your own thinking and respond to experience with critical 
approach. Think about what has happened during the online discussion and class 
activity this week in every aspect.  
Consider following questions;  

• What cultural knowledge have you acquired? Are your preconceived ideas 
about the target culture altered by engaging in the peer interactions or not? 
and why? Were there any moments that you were prompted to look at the 
taken-for-granted reality of your own culture?  

• Were there any miscommunications or uncomfortable moments as you 
engaged in the discussion? For example, your post was not interpreted in the 
way you meant or you didn’t understand their posts etc. Why do you think 
that has happened?  

• Do you still have some inquiry that you had hoped to be answered and not 
addressed yet? What further questions did the discussion lead you to have 
about the target culture? Your feelings, comments, communicative strategies 
for successful online communication? Any thoughts will be of great asset in 
your learning process 

Remember that you can’t write reflection unless you actively engage in the online 
discussion 
***This will not be shared by anybody but the instructor. Again you don’t have to 
say nice things about what you want to say. Just mirror your thinking honestly and 
put your thoughts down*** 
Please name your word file: yournamew4 

Due 9/28 Monday by midnight 
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Appendix D: Overview of Online Tasks and Schedules 

Wee
k  

Title  Description  Aim  

W 1 Conceptualizing 
Korean/ American 
culture 

Students write a short paper 
about their pre-conceived 
ideas about K/A culture, 
their inquiry about K/A 
culture to be explored 
through the project 

It activates students’ awareness of 
their prejudice toward the other 
culture prior to their exchange. It 
also informs the instructor of 
students’ area of interest to be 
reflected in designing tasks and 
culture survey items 

W 2 Mini-biography Students introduce 
culturally-specific aspects 
of their life experiences and 
identities as well as some 
biographical information to 
their foreign partners 

Self-disclosure of biographical 
information and identities is for  
personal relationship building 
which is facilitative of rich 
telecollaborative encounters 

W 3 Images of 
American and 
Korean culture 

Students upload a picture 
from their own daily lives 
which should contain 
information representative 
of their own culture 

Student-generated pictures 
provide visual contexts for their 
foreign peers to imagine what 
cultural implications are behind 
those photos and encourage 
reflection on their own culture  

Culture survey 
completion 

*Task adopted from 
Cultura project 
(2001) 

Students complete the 46 
items in the online culture 
survey in their native 
languages 

Responses from both groups to 
the culture survey are juxtaposed 
and displayed for in class analysis 
and online discussion each week 

W 4 Culture survey 
analysis: School 
and college life  

Students analyze the 
juxtaposed responses to the 
survey items about school 
and college life in class and 
continue to discuss their 
cultural implications online 
with their foreign peers. 
After online discussion, 
students write short 
reflective journal 

Analysis of juxtaposed survey 
responses aims to raise students’ 
awareness of the inextricable 
relationship between language 
and culture. Using the survey 
results as a springboard, students 
further discuss their cultural 
implications   

W 5 Survey analysis: 
Perception toward 

Same procedure as week 4  
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America and Korea 

W 7 Survey analysis: 
love and marriage 

Same procedure as week 4  

W 8 Comparative 
analysis of Korean 
film and its 
American remake 

Students generate culturally 
relevant questions as they 
watch a Korean film, My 
Sassy Girl for later online 
discussion. They also watch  
its American remake for 
comparison 

Students watch the film, a cultural 
artifact, with a culturally sensitive 
mindset. Using two films as a 
springboard, students are 
encouraged to discuss how ideas 
are differently presented through 
the cultural filter in the original 
and the remake  

W  9 Survey analysis: 
Pop culture 

Same procedure as week 4  

W 10 Survey analysis: 
Social values and 
phenomenon 

Same procedure as week 4  

W 11 Survey analysis: 
politics 

Same procedure as week 4  

W 12 Survey analysis: 
Family  

Same procedure as week 4  

W 14 Re-conceptualizing 
Korean/ American 
culture 

Students write a short paper 
again about their concept of 
K/A culture, their reflection 
on the online 
communication experience 
and self-evaluation as a 
learner 

Pairing with the first week’s 
assignment, students are 
encouraged to revisit their prior 
conceptions of the target culture, 
synthesize their learning 
throughout the semester, reflect 
upon the process of their 
becoming intercultural speakers 
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