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Abstract 

 
The Use of Computer Mediated Technology to Promote Intercultural 

Communicative Competence in the Foreign Language Classroom 

 

Julie Elizabeth Sturm, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2012 

 

Supervisor:  Veronica G. Sardegna 

 
This Report addresses the importance of intercultural communicative competence 

among foreign language learners and the use of computer-mediated communication 

(CMC) technology to achieve this goal in the classroom. CMC technology provides 

learners a unique opportunity to interact with students of different cultures, a situation 

that allows for experiential learning to occur and which has been shown to lead to gains 

in intercultural communicative competence. The work begins with a definition of culture 

and intercultural communicative competence, followed by a review of general 

approaches used to facilitate such competence in students, and finally a review of the 

literature on the positive and negative aspects of using CMC for cross-cultural learning. 

As the aim of this work is to offer teachers a resource and guidance for implementing 

intercultural exchanges via the use of CMC tools, the Report concludes with suggestions 

on best practices for using CMC in the foreign language classroom. 
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I. Introduction 

Exploring other cultures is a part of language learning that has always fascinated 

me. As a young student of Spanish, I enjoyed learning about the different countries that 

shared Spanish as a language and making comparisons between my own culture and that 

of a more foreign, exotic one. After attending graduate courses at the University of Texas 

at Austin and studying abroad, however, my understanding of the meaning of “culture” 

has been challenged. I have been exposed to more life experiences and have realized the 

complexity and abstractness that this term actually entails. Living in a foreign country 

and struggling to understand not just the language, but the underlying reasons for its use 

and the behaviors of its citizens inspired me to want to learn more about that country’s 

culture and, more generally, understand what it means to be interculturally competent. I 

have realized that culture is less about highlighting differences between groups of people 

and much more about developing a mutual understanding and respect of those 

differences. I have since taken courses both in pragmatics and teaching culture in an 

attempt to better grasp how an issue as multi-faceted as culture might be taught in the 

classroom.  

The courses I have taken and my life experiences have taught me how important it 

is to help students gain knowledge and awareness of others for them to become more 

open and accepting of differences between people. To develop students’ openness to and 

acceptance of other cultures as well as their ability to interact successfully in cross-

cultural communications, instead of teaching them about a foreign culture, they would 



 2 

benefit much more from being challenged to question their beliefs about their own and 

other cultures, being equipped with the skills required for successful intercultural 

interactions, and being given the opportunity to actually interact with members of a 

foreign culture. Since living abroad or conversing face to face with individuals of a 

different culture cannot always be a part of every student’s language learning experience, 

I have embarked on exploring another way of bringing culture into the language 

classroom. This Report presents the need for and practicality of using technology in the 

classroom to help give students an exposure to cultures different from their own, and in 

doing so, provide them with an opportunity to gain intercultural communicative 

competence through interactions with people from a foreign culture. 

This Report starts by defining “culture” and “intercultural competence” and 

addressing the importance of developing intercultural communicative competence among 

foreign language learners. The next chapter reviews research supporting three common 

approaches for developing students’ intercultural communicative competence: the 

explicit teaching approach, the exploration approach, and the experiential learning 

approach. A review of the literature on CMC tools used for cross-cultural learning 

follows, including a discussion on how these tools have been utilized in the foreign 

language classroom, and what problems teachers and students have had when using them 

for culture learning and teaching. The final chapter of this Report offers suggestions to 

the teacher, a best practices approach, on incorporating CMC in the foreign language 

classroom.  



 3 

II. Teaching Culture and Developing Students’ Intercultural 
Competence 

INTRODUCTION 
The teaching of culture could be argued to be one of the most valuable aspects of 

language teaching. When students are exposed to a new culture and inevitably to ways of 

thinking that are different from their own, their worldview expands and they are 

encouraged to grow and develop positively as members of their own as well as that of a 

greater world culture. This development, in turn, better prepares them to be able to 

successfully interact and negotiate interculturally. The Standards for Foreign Language 

Learning in the 21st Century recognize the need for this preparation in their statement of 

philosophy: “The United States must educate students who are linguistically and 

culturally equipped to communicate successfully in a pluralistic American society and 

abroad” (ACTFL, 2006). However, before teachers can go about “culturally equipping” 

students, they must themselves have an idea of how to conceptualize culture and 

understand what such a term entails.   

 WHAT IS CULTURE? 
Culture is a complex notion that researchers and language teachers have struggled 

to define despite the ubiquitous and undeniable role it plays in language learning in both 

second and foreign language contexts. Teachers have often been overwhelmed by and 

unsure of how to approach teaching culture, and in the classroom, the topic frequently 

gets overshadowed by a focus on linguistic forms or overlooked due to inflexible 
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curricula (Byrd, Hlas, Watzke, & Valencia, 2011; Durocher, 2007; Fischer, 1996; Lee, 

1997).  

Early attempts of conceptualizing and teaching culture in the second and foreign 

language classroom centered on presenting culture as a collection of artifacts pertaining 

to a monolithic group of people, or facts and figures about a community that learners 

were expected to memorize. A distinction has been made between “little c” and “big C” 

culture, the former pertaining to people’s beliefs, customs, and behaviors; the latter on the 

creations of a civilization such as art, literature, and music (Lee, 1997). This approach 

often led to a representation of the group’s culture as unchanging and homogeneous 

(Atkinson, 1999; Lee, 1997) and had the tendency to perpetuate stereotypes (Guest, 

2002). 

More recently, culture has been described as holistic in nature, with its different 

components intertwined, which “together signify a unified body of ideas, values and 

practices that distinguish the people of one cultural community from those of another” 

(Tang, 2006, p. 87). Robinson (1985), in reporting on her work with second and foreign 

language teachers, notes that teachers typically define culture as consisting of three 

categories: the behaviors, products, and ideas of a group of people. Although such a 

simplified definition is helpful to establish methods for teaching culture in the classroom, 

it has been pointed out that culture should be considered as multi-faceted and dynamic, as 

it is much more complex than what can be expressed through a simple description of 

what a group does, creates, or thinks (Levy, 2007). Culture arguably both influences and 
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is influenced by every aspect of our lives. Moreover, the term “culture” itself can refer to 

subcultures and co-cultures within a community that differ among themselves and 

experience distinct levels of power and prestige in that community (Lutterman-Aguilar & 

Gingerich, 2002). 

Until recently the concept of culture teaching and learning has been relatively 

unexplored in the field of foreign language education. Contributing to this lack of 

attention is no doubt the fact that culture defies easy definition. With the appearance of 

the Standards for Foreign Language Learning in the 21st Century (ACTFL, 2006), the 

topic of culture has been brought to the forefront of language teaching and research. 

Much like Robinson’s definition of culture, the standards present culture as entailing the 

practices, products, and perspectives of a group. Practices refer to the patterns of behavior 

accepted by society, thus including the knowledge of appropriate behavior for a given 

situation (the use of forms of discourse, the use of space, etc.). Products are defined as 

tangible or intangible creations of the society, including music, literature, rituals, art, and 

oral tales (Byrd et al., 2011). The perspectives of a group of people are the target 

culture’s underlying beliefs and values that explain why a society performs its practices 

and creates its products (ACTFL, 2006).  

With culture encompassing such broad categories, which are oftentimes abstract 

in nature, it is no surprise that language educators might struggle with how to approach 

teaching culture in the classroom. Helping students attain cultural awareness has been 

touted as a step in the right direction toward helping them grasp the complexities of 
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culture. Cultural awareness or understanding consists of an understanding of the 

relationship between the perspectives and products and practices of a culture, as defined 

by the Standards. Although products and practices of a culture are easier to present in the 

classroom due to their more tangible, less abstract nature, perspectives could be argued to 

be the most important aspect of culture in terms of developing cultural awareness among 

students. If students are able to understand the underlying beliefs of another culture and 

begin to see the actions and beliefs of others as culturally-imbedded and dependent on a 

multitude of factors, they will be more tolerant of differences and ultimately more 

successful in their intercultural interactions. Just what such awareness of differing 

perspectives entails will be addressed in the following section. 

THE IMPORTANCE OF DEVELOPING STUDENTS’ INTERCULTURAL COMPETENCE 
Researchers have confronted the need for cultural understanding and awareness 

by focusing not on simply teaching learners about another culture, but instead on 

equipping them with a set of skills and background knowledge that enable them to 

interact successfully with members of that culture. These knowledge and skills have been 

recognized as being a vital part of the attainment of cross-cultural understanding and 

intercultural communicative competence (Byram, 1997; Robinson, 1985). An 

interculturally competent person is “someone who can cross borders and can mediate 

between two or more cultural identities” (Sercu, 2002, p. 63). Intercultural 

communicative competence involves the ability to recognize that the world is not natural 

or normal, but actually “culturally determined” (O’Dowd, 2005, p.86). Interculturally 

competent individuals are able to suspend disbelief and judgment with respect to others’ 
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meanings, beliefs, and behaviors and are willing to suspend belief in their own meanings 

and behaviors and analyze them from the perspective of the other with whom they are 

engaging (Belz, 2005). 

Byram (1997) defines intercultural communicative competence in terms of five 

factors that can be conceived of as objectives for language students:  

1. Attitudes relativizing one’s own self and valuing others 

2. Knowledge of self and other 

3. Skills to interpret and relate 

4. Skills of discovery and interaction 

5. Critical cultural awareness through political education 

Through a mastery of such objectives, Byram proposes that students will be best 

prepared to interact with people of other cultures and thus achieve intercultural 

communicative competence. This notion of interaction is key because, otherwise, it could 

be perceived that cultural awareness is achievable simply by exposing students to 

snippets of cultural materials devoid of any relation to their own lives. However, 

successful interaction among individuals from different cultures is arguably one of the 

main goals of foreign language study, as “communication is at the heart of second 

language study” (ACTFL, 2006, p. 1).  

Durocher (2007) highlights the importance of preparing students with skills for 

communicating cross-culturally when he observes:  
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Intercultural communication constitutes a distinct yet complementary set of skills 
with respect to foreign language proficiency […] without these skills, without an 
understanding of what it is that informs culturally characteristic behavior, 
individuals from different cultures will continue to misunderstand one another, 
even when they speak each other’s language fluently. (p. 144) 
 

Thus, it is apparent that the need for intercultural competence goes beyond simply 

linguistic competence and presenting culture as “facts” to be memorized by students. The 

idea of teaching culture has evolved to reflect a more interactive and introspective 

journey during which the learner grows in his or her awareness of the “other” (Bateman, 

2002; Belz, 2005; Byram, 1997; Byrd et al., 2011). There is no question that in today’s 

increasingly globalized world the need for culturally competent individuals is more 

important than ever. The Standards themselves recognize that “The United States must 

educate students who are linguistically and culturally equipped to communicate 

successfully in a pluralistic American society and abroad” (ACTFL, 2006, p. 2).  

There seems to be an agreement that students must develop the right attitudes, 

awareness, knowledge, and necessary skills to be able to interact with the “other.” 

However, many questions remain: How should teachers go about achieving these goals? 

Can they be attained in the classroom? What does it mean to “understand” another and be 

truly culturally aware? The following chapter addresses each of these questions, starting 

with an overview of what has been accomplished in the classroom to help students on 

their way to acquiring intercultural communicative competence. 
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III. Current Approaches to Developing Intercultural Communicative 
Competence 

INTRODUCTION 
Teachers who have attempted to address culture have traditionally relied and 

continue to rely heavily on textbooks and supplemental authentic written and visual 

classroom materials. These materials are often used to explicitly teach, describe, or show 

the products and practices of the target culture. However, recently such approaches to 

teaching culture have come under scrutiny for containing samples that may not be true to 

life (Cohen, 2008). Atkinson (1999) notes, “The explicit teaching of culture often, if not 

always, depends on stereotypes and ideologically fraught simplifications—or, at the least, 

someone-in-particular’s notions of culture (that “someone” usually being the curriculum 

designer, the teacher, or the textbook writer)” (p. 648). Textbook representations of 

cultural scenarios and even authentic material, while culturally rich, have been criticized 

for being presented out of context and thus disconnected from the real-life situations they 

attempt to portray (Kramsch & Andersen, 1999). In addition, such samples possibly 

contain biased and incorrect cultural information which may lead students to “leave the 

classroom with little, if any, cultural understanding or awareness of the speakers whose 

language they study” (Moore, 1999, p. 2). 

If learners are to be equipped with the means and the skills to access and analyze 

cultural practices and meanings (Byram, 1997), they must be given the opportunity to go 

about doing so. The inclusion of skills among researchers’ definitions of intercultural 

communicative competence reflects the necessity that students acquire an ability, which 
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in turn suggests the possibility that this may be taught in the classroom. Just exactly how 

these skills should be taught to students, however, has been the real challenge for foreign 

language teachers. Teachers have employed several different classroom methods and 

activities to involve their students in cultural studies in the hopes that they may develop 

such intercultural knowledge, skills, and awareness. This chapter reviews research 

findings in relation to three pedagogical approaches for developing students’ cultural 

awareness and intercultural communicative competence: the explicit teaching approach, 

the exploration approach, and the experiential learning approach.  

THE EXPLICIT TEACHING APPROACH 
Cohen (2008) reports on the use of technology, specifically the University of 

Minnesota’s CARLA website1 (Sykes, 2010), as an aid in teaching the performance of 

speech acts to learners of a foreign language. Students using the site participate in 

modules that walk them through the appropriate use of either Spanish or Japanese for 

different situations such as making apologies, providing compliments, or giving advice. 

These modules contain descriptions of what type of language is culturally appropriate for 

the situations presented, and students are to read about and watch videos of native 

speakers involved in these various scenarios. Although not interactive, the goal 

underlying these modules is to provide students with opportunities to develop 

sociopragmatic skills that will enable them to interact more successfully with native 

speakers. Learners are expected to learn by example and make comparisons between 

what is considered appropriate in their native language versus the target language. The 
                                                
1 http://www.carla.umn.edu/speechacts/sp_pragmatics/home.html 
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website can be a valuable resource for teaching students generally about social norms and 

customs of interaction between people of the target culture. However, a problem with the 

use of CARLA to gain intercultural communicative competence is that the website is 

very limited in its focus on just speech acts and, therefore, does not teach other aspects of 

culture, such as the perspectives of individuals within that culture, to which students 

should be exposed. Since there is no interaction occurring between speakers from both 

cultures, little beyond what is specifically covered in the modules will be gleaned from 

students utilizing such technology.  

Sardegna and Molle (2010) also sought to use technology to explicitly teach 

pragmatic skills, specifically the appropriate use of reactive tokens, to Japanese ESL 

learners. The authors report that reactive tokens are important in cross-cultural 

communication because their misuse can lead to misunderstanding and negative 

perceptions of speakers by their interlocutors. An ability to appropriately employ such 

reactive tokens is included in Byram’s (1997) objectives identifying skills of interaction 

and discovery as the appropriate use of these tokens in intercultural communications 

encompasses the skill of identifying the target language conventions of verbal and non-

verbal interaction. Sardegna and Molle report that their videoconferencing lesson proved 

useful in helping learners acquire the ability to appropriately produce reactive tokens, yet 

recognize that more time and practice is necessary for students to gain pragmatic 

competence than could be acquired through their sample lesson alone. 
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THE EXPLORATION APPROACH  
Another classroom activity that has received much attention in the literature 

involves the creation of cultural portfolios. Cultural portfolios traditionally consist of 

having students work long-term on collecting artifacts about an aspect of the target 

culture that interests them and then performing in-depth analyses of the themes that 

emerge in such artifacts. Byrd and Wall (2009) describe such projects as involving 

students in the exploration of culture and thus allowing for a greater understanding of the 

perspectives of the peoples of the target culture. Abrams, Byrd, Boovy, and Möhring 

(2006) report that cultural portfolio projects can involve multiple sources, including 

interviews with native speakers, and require students to examine topics from multiple 

perspectives. Such projects allow for extensive exploration of an aspect of culture and 

may contribute to some superficial cultural awareness among learners, yet their 

contribution to achieving the goal of intercultural communicative competence is difficult 

to gauge as interaction does not always play a significant or consistent role in this 

activity. 

Cultural portfolios can, however, involve elements of ethnographic investigations, 

a method commonly used by anthropologists to explore cultures through investigations 

and interviews in an attempt to understand how people within a given culture categorize 

and prioritize their experience (Bateman, 2002). Ethnography includes the “study of a 

group’s social and cultural practices from an insider’s perspective” and usually involves 

“detailed observation and description of particular forms of behavior” (Roberts, Byram, 

Barro, Jordan, & Street, 2001, p. 3). Atkinson (1999) emphasizes the context-sensitive 
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emergent quality of the ethnographic approach, noting that questions “grow organically 

out of the sociocultural context under study” (p. 646). Thus, a student involved in an 

ethnographic study is trained to begin an interview not with a preplanned agenda based 

on his or her own cultural categories, but rather with the goal to “discover natural 

categories of meaning in the interviewee’s mind” (Bateman, 2002, p. 320). Such an 

approach requires the student to be an active listener in the interview process, as he or she 

must ask thoughtful questions based on the interviewee’s response in this attempt to 

observe the cultural themes that emerge. Bateman has recognized ethnographic 

interviews’ potential to promote openness to cultural learning as well as the positive 

effects such interviews have on students’ attitudes toward the target language and its 

speakers. In his study on the use of ethnographic interviews to develop cross-cultural 

understanding among American university students, he found that positive attitudes 

towards Hispanics after the study increased significantly. He further noted what I argue to 

be gains in intercultural competence as students were reported to show sentence 

structuring in their response journals which were “indicative of their efforts to understand 

the interviewee’s point of view” and expressions of empathy with their interviewees (p. 

326). Robinson (1985) has also noted the value of the process of engaging in ethnography 

in promoting positive perceptions and self-awareness among learners as they interact 

with another person over time. Because the goal of the ethnographic approach is to 

gauge, in-depth, the perceptions and beliefs of the other, time is key and several 

interviews must be carried out to accomplish this effectively.  
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Ethnographic investigations are successful in presenting learners with the 

knowledge and an increased awareness of the perspectives of people in another culture, 

however, one drawback of ethnographic projects is that they typically require that the 

learners perform the interviews on their own time outside of class. In some cases, 

ethnographic investigations have spanned years and thus are only attainable in special 

circumstances in which student retention can be assured over such a long period of time 

(Roberts et al., 2001). In addition, such projects are impossible if students do not have 

access to individuals of the target culture in their community. 

THE EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING APPROACH 
Berwick and Whalley (2000) utilized a type of ethnographic approach to 

intercultural learning when they asked their participants to practice reflective journaling 

techniques during their study abroad experience. The participants were to record 

experiences they found “interesting, puzzling, irritating, or otherwise significant” (p. 

331), and the authors concluded that the activity “helped to render normally invisible 

inter/intra personal processes accessible to deliberate examination, as well as to extend 

the possibilities for individual learners to develop insight into their host culture” (p. 336). 

Although not a classroom approach, what is arguably the ideal situation for students to 

achieve intercultural communicative competence is to involve them in interaction in the 

international context. The benefits of experiential learning which can occur in study 

abroad situations has received recent attention, as gains in both pragmatic and 

intercultural communicative competence have been reported (Berwick & Whalley, 2000; 

Lutterman-Aguilar & Gingerich, 2002; Montrose, 2002; Shively, 2011; Williams, 2005; 
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Yamazaki & Kayes, 2004). In presenting their outline of the skills necessary for cross-

cultural learning to occur, Yamazaki and Kayes (2004) posit that cross-cultural learning 

fits well in the more general category of experiential learning as the ability of one to 

adapt abroad depends on how well one learns from his or her experience in such 

situations. Hopkin’s (1999) reports findings supporting this claim and expands on 

experiential learning as leading to dramatic self-development as learners find themselves 

“looking inward as well as outward, reconciling their views of themselves and their 

cultural assumptions with the new cultural context” (p. 1). Such introspection and 

reflection is what Berwick and Whalley sought to analyze in the study mentioned above. 

They hoped to identify instances in which their study abroad participants demonstrated 

shifts in perspective and came to be able to view their host culture from an emic, or 

inside, perspective.  

However, Williams (2005) cautions that students must interact in the culture to 

increase their intercultural communication skills and that merely participating in a 

program abroad does not equate with gains in cultural competence. Advocates of 

experiential education in study abroad, Lutterman-Aguilar and Gingerich (2002) feel 

similarly: “One of the fundamental beliefs of experiential education is that experiences 

are not educational in and of themselves” (p. 43). They further adhere to Kolb’s (1984) 

observation that experiential education involves the transformation of experience into 

knowledge, which is then applied and tested through action and thus stress the need for 

guided reflection and critical analysis for cross-cultural learners. The principles of 
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experiential learning theory, based on Kolb’s (1984) model, involve four modes of 

learning: feeling, reflecting, thinking, and acting, which Yamazaki and Kayes (2004) 

have applied to cultural learning. They describe the learning cycle, outlining how 

concrete experiences lead to observation and reflection, which are then assimilated into 

abstract conceptualization followed by active experimentation of these concepts with the 

world. Within this framework, they distinguish between learning abilities, learning styles, 

and learning skills. They argue that an individual’s ability to be sensitive towards other 

people’s emotions and values and to see things from different perspectives and differing 

opinions represents an individual’s learning ability. Learning skills, described as 

situation-specific competencies, encompass such skills as valuing, thinking, deciding, and 

acting, which Yamazaki and Kayes argue are necessary for a variety of activities related 

to cross-cultural learning.  

In their review of the literature on cross-cultural learning in the international 

context, Yamazaki and Kayes (2004) identified over 70 skills and competencies reported 

as shared by individuals involved in successful cross-cultural interactions. Nearly all of 

the studies reviewed claimed interpersonal skills, cultural empathy, and respect as vital 

success factors. Interpersonal skills were often tied with listening and observational 

skills, while cultural empathy and respect were aligned with openness, tolerance, and 

flexibility. It could be argued that such skills align with Byram’s (1997) definition of 

intercultural communicative competence which encompasses the attitudes toward and 

knowledge of the other, much related to cultural empathy and respect, and skills of 
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interacting and critically evaluating one’s own culture (awareness), both categories in 

which interpersonal skills fall. In the classroom environment, however, developing such 

skills that are learned through experiential learning abroad seems impossible to achieve. 

However, with the advent of technology, particularly the Internet, within the past 

ten years, opportunities for interaction between individuals of differing cultures can and 

have been achieved in the foreign language classroom via computer-mediated 

communication (CMC). CMC is the use of computers to connect and interact with 

individuals anywhere in the world via either synchronous or asynchronous methods. 

Synchronous communication involves activities such as chatting or video-conferencing 

that occur in real-time, much like face-to-face communication. Asynchronous 

communication refers to communication between individuals, usually written (in the 

form of e-mails or blogs), that occurs within a delayed window of time and allows for 

more flexibility in response time. The following chapter presents how CMC has been 

utilized to involve students in both synchronous and asynchronous intercultural 

interactions. I argue that such a method can be used successfully to help learners gain 

intercultural communicative competence, as such communication is a form of 

experiential learning and can be designed to incorporate elements from many of the 

above mentioned studies shown to be successful in exchanges between students of 

differing cultures. However, such a method is not without its challenges, which I will 

address and offer suggestions for in my final chapter, Best Practices for Implementing 

CMC.   
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IV. CMC Technology to Teach Culture: The Gains in Intercultural 
Communicative Competence and Problems Noted 

INTRODUCTION 
While several studies have been published on the overall benefits of CMC in the 

foreign language classroom (Abrams, 2006), only a handful have been carried out which 

are specifically concerned with gains in intercultural communicative competence or 

awareness among students involved in cross-cultural on-line exchanges. It should be 

noted that while measuring true intercultural communicative competence is complex and 

difficult, Byram (1997) suggests that measurement criteria for a learners’ intercultural 

communicative competence should be formulated as observable, measurable behaviors 

that demonstrate attainment of the five objectives mentioned in section II: (a) attitudes 

relativizing one’s own self and valuing others, (b) knowledge of self and other, (c) skills 

to interpret and relate, (d) skills of discovery and interaction, (e) critical cultural 

awareness through political education.  

For the first objective, which pertains not merely to attaining a positive attitude, 

but one of curiosity and openness, Byram emphasizes a “readiness to suspend disbelief 

about other cultures and belief about one’s own” (p. 57). To achieve this, he notes that 

learners must be willing to engage with others in a relationship of equality, have an 

interest in discovering other perspectives on interpretation of familiar and unfamiliar 

phenomena, and be willing to question their own values and presuppositions. Byram 

notes that the second objective, knowledge of self and other, consists of knowledge of 

social groups and both the products and practices of one’s own culture as well as that of 
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the other. He emphasizes the need to be conscious of the national memory of both 

participants’ countries as well as the types and causes of misunderstanding that can occur 

between interlocutors of different cultural origins. Byram’s third objective, the skills to 

interpret and relate, involve knowledge about ethnocentrism and how ethnocentric 

perspectives can hinder mutual understanding. To achieve this objective, students must 

be able to “identify ethnocentric perspectives in a document or event and explain their 

origins” (Byram, 1997, p. 61), identify areas of misunderstanding in an interaction and 

explain them in terms of each of the cultural systems present, and mediate between 

conflicting interpretations of phenomena. The skills of discovery and interaction, which 

constitute Byram’s fourth objective, are those which would mirror the skills of a good 

ethnographer: someone adept at “quickly discovering the streams of thought, power, 

[and] influence underlying the events which they are to report” (Byram, 1997, p. 53). 

This skill set involves the ability to “identify similar and dissimilar processes of 

interaction,” or “conventions of verbal and non-verbal interaction (of conversational 

structures; of formal communication such as presentations; of written correspondence; of 

business meetings; of informal gatherings, etc.)” (p. 62), and use them appropriately in 

specific circumstances. Finally, the fifth objective, critical cultural awareness, consists of 

the “ability to interpret explicit or implicit values in documents and events in one’s own 

and other cultures,” (p. 64) and to draw upon one’s knowledge skills and attitudes to 

“negotiate agreement on places of conflict and acceptance of difference” (p. 64). Belz 

(2003) points out that the interplay of the first four objectives should result in the fifth 

being achieved as this fifth and final goal is a culmination of the first four. 
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The studies presented below employ a variety of criteria to gauge success in 

intercultural communicative competence, including students’ positive reactions and 

feedback about the exchange via questionnaires, student journals, and interviews. 

Analyses of learner interactions through external observations, conversation, and 

discourse analyses are other methods used to measure to what extent intercultural 

communicative competence was reached. The studies are presented according to the main 

medium of communication used (either asynchronous or synchronous). For each medium 

of communication, I start with a review of studies that have reported gains in students’ 

intercultural communicative competence, followed by a discussion on the problems and 

difficulties reported in implementing the CMC tools, and/or achieving intercultural 

communicative competence via CMC methods. 

ASYNCHRONOUS FORMS OF COMMUNICATION: THE GAINS 
In his investigation of e-mail exchanges between Spanish and English university 

students, O’Dowd (2003) sought to identify the characteristics of asynchronous 

communication (e-mail exchanges) that led to intercultural learning. Although his study 

revealed both negative and positive outcomes for this intercultural exchange, O’Dowd 

notes that intercultural learning occurred when students had a receptive audience to 

which to express their feelings and views, were encouraged to reflect critically on their 

own culture through questions posed by their partner, and were engaged in interaction 

about their home and target culture, leading to a “growing awareness of the differing 

perspectives on the two cultures’ products and practices” (p. 137).  
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Müller-Hartmann’s (2000) study concerned the way task properties, setting, and 

the roles of teachers and learner affect intercultural learning. He suggests that 

intercultural learning “depends on learners’ ability to open up to each other on an 

emotional plane, and on the degree to which they are involved in meaningful activities 

that allow for negotiation of meaning” as well as learners’ ability to gain an awareness of 

their own social roles and those of their fellow learners (p. 130). His study concerned an 

e-mail exchange between American and Canadian high schools and high schools in 

Germany who participated in task-oriented exercises based around literary texts. In 

support of the use of tasks in intercultural exchanges, he cites Candlin’s claims that tasks 

highlight how language is used to reflect and reinforce value and belief systems, and that 

there is a need to overcome prejudice and achieve mutual acceptance and tolerance 

between learners. Müller-Hartmann concludes that tasks in his study’s electronic learning 

networks support Byram’s objectives of intercultural learning and that the well-organized 

exchanges offered learners the opportunity to successfully develop positive attitudes 

toward and an awareness of the cultural identities of their partners in the exchange. He 

adds that creative tasks led to intensive discussions among participants which resulted in 

“critical cultural awareness, as shown by the student messages” (p. 144).  

Hertel (2003) also found that email exchanges had a positive effect on the 

attitudes and beliefs shared by American university students about Mexican culture as 

they engaged in interactions with students in Mexico. She observed that the American 

students made gains in their perception of the ways of life of Mexican students, 
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questioned stereotypes previously held, and generally became more open to Mexican 

culture and people as a result of their communication.  

Furstenberg, Levet, English, and Maillet (2001) report on the Cultura project, 

whose goal is to support students’ development of cultural literacy through a hands-on 

process that encourages interaction and exchange of viewpoints between individuals 

involved in an on-line asynchronous exchange. The study details each stage of the 

interaction between French and English language students, which consisted of guided 

preliminary activities (observing and comparing materials posted on the web about their 

respective cultures), the exchange of viewpoints on such materials via asynchronous 

means, and the addition of other materials for comparison and discussion among the 

participants. The participants in this study were instructed to keep journals in which they 

recorded their thoughts and synthesized what they learned from the exchange. 

Furstenberg et al. conclude that the participants in this project did achieve gains in 

intercultural communicative competence, expressing: 

We are quite often surprised to discover how deep and insightful some of the 
students’ comments are and how proficient they become at identifying cultural 
features and making relevant connections—to the point where their perceptions, 
unbeknownst to them, even match the findings of cross-cultural experts. (p. 92)  
 

Despite the apparent successes of using asynchronous communication tools to 

achieve intercultural communicative competence, some problems that warrant attention 

have been identified in the literature. A discussion of these problems follows. 
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ASYNCHRONOUS FORMS OF COMMUNICATION: PROBLEMS NOTED 
Fischer (1998) reported mostly positive findings for the use of email in foreign 

language teaching, yet for cases in which communication failed, the lack of relationship 

building and the absence of networks of friendship and respect were blamed for resulting 

in misunderstandings and conflicts. O’Dowd (2003) also noted instances of failed 

intercultural communication among some participants. He concluded that failure to find a 

receptive audience between partners in an interaction is demotivating for students and 

often results in negative conclusions about a culture based on such failed exchanges. 

Ware and Kramsch (2005) found similar results, noting that in one failed exchange, 

deviation from the task and failing to respond to group members’ questions and 

comments led to a frustrating and ultimately negative experience for the participants. 

Much like O’Dowd’s (2003) recognition of the need for mutual participation and 

clarification of meaning, they report that the failed discussion-board exchange between a 

German and an American was in part due to the lack of appropriate responses on behalf 

of the American. The authors also found that although the German participant attempted 

to clarify beliefs and meanings in her responses to avoid misunderstandings, her replies 

were actually received as face threatening to the American, who perceived them as 

undermining his knowledge and intelligence. The authors emphasize the imperfect nature 

of language as a communication tool and underscore that there is a need to consider the 

meaning and historical values associated with the term negotiation of meaning, which 

traditionally was conceptualized as merely informative comprehension checks of a 

linguistic nature (Ware & Kramsch, 2005, p. 200). Itakura (2004) observes that 
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intercultural email exchanges benefitted his students and generally resulted in “more 

sensitive and complex views on culture” (p. 49) yet cautions about the potential of email 

exchanges to reinforce existing stereotypes. He notes, “when the learners obtained the 

target culture input that matched their existing assumptions, they endorsed them by 

invoking cultural stereotypes of the target culture as well as their own culture, with the 

possible effect that their existing cultural stereotypes were reinforced” (p. 47). 

Belz (2003), in a study on the linguistically grounded characteristics of 

intercultural competence, specifically chose to analyze three students in their electronic 

correspondence because their interaction “does not reflect well the euphoric reports in the 

literature of intercultural learning in telecollaboration” (p. 76). She found negative 

attitudes between the German and American students to result from differing 

interpretations of the performance of critique (related to different levels of directness 

between cultures), which was a required part of their task-based partnership. She blames 

the inability of e-mail to convey paralinguistic details of meaning (like intonation and 

facial expressions) as having possibly contributed to the negative reactions. The 

difference in communication styles between Germans and Americans, however, was also 

highlighted and Belz suggests a greater awareness of such interactional styles on the part 

of both cultural groups is necessary for successful, positive exchanges. Thorne (2003) 

illustrates a similar point, when he emphasizes the need to recognize that “cultural, 

individual and collective historical factors influence the ways students perceive Internet 

communication tools” (p. 58) and these distinct “cultures-of-use” will affect the quantity 
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and quality of communication via technology between people from different cultures. 

Peng, Lu, and Wang (2009) also found that differences in online interaction patterns 

among participants hindered communicative exchanges in their study of asynchronous 

interactions between American and Taiwanese students. They report that some 

Taiwanese participants provided only superficial descriptions of their own cultures and 

refrained from interacting and negotiating with their partners to avoid questioning or 

challenging them. The authors highlight that this cultural difference hindered in-depth 

discussions, an activity the authors hoped their participants would engage in during the 

cross-cultural exchange.  

SYNCHRONOUS FORMS OF COMMUNICATION: THE GAINS 
In their study on the use of both a video-web communication tool for synchronous 

interaction and email and blog exchanges between students in The Netherlands and Chile, 

Jauregi and Bañados (2008) report one of the intended goals of such collaboration was to 

encourage positive attitudes and openness toward the target language and culture. Like 

the study performed by Furstenberg et al. (2001), the learners in this study were involved 

in task-based projects for which they were to collaborate with their exchange partner on 

matters both of linguistic and cultural focus. Through the evaluations provided by the 

students at the end of the project, the authors conclude that videoconferencing coupled 

with the task focused on addressing stereotypes was what most contributed to students’ 

broadening their cultural perspectives. Although more concerned with students’ attitudes 

and motivations for engaging in intercultural exchanges than actual gains in intercultural 

communicative competence, portions of this study nonetheless lend support to the 
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positive findings of other researchers regarding the attitudes, knowledge, and skills 

gained by students in similar situations. The authors note their participants were given the 

opportunity to view their native language and cultures through the eyes of foreign 

students which “contributed to making them reflect about and value more their national 

language and culture” (p. 201). In his review of several studies involving American and 

German exchange partners involved in asynchronous and synchronous telecollaborative 

activities, O’Dowd (2007) again found cultural awareness to be achieved when exchange 

partners reflectively interacted in a constructive dialog in which explicit comparison of 

the two cultures was made. He emphasizes the need for interaction between partners, 

stressing that dialogs must be focused on the contributions of the other so to encourage 

responses that clarify participants’ beliefs and meanings. 

In his study on the use of videoconferencing as a tool to increase students’ 

awareness of their assumptions of their exchange partners, O’Dowd (2000) claims 

videoconferencing to be an effective and powerful medium. He suggests that the “live/ 

interactive nature of this new technology offered great possibilities for language practice 

and for a rich intercultural exchange” (p. 50) and that their project sought to provide 

language learners an opportunity to find out about the target culture while simultaneously 

discovering how their own culture was viewed by others. The findings show that through 

well-planned and well-structured tasks focused on reflection and awareness building 

among participants, students were able to successfully demonstrate intercultural 

communicative competence. This competence was gauged by students having their views 
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of the other challenged early on, showing “a great deal of interest in finding out why their 

counterparts held the views they did” (p. 55), and their ability to show responsiveness and 

sensitivity toward their partners’ needs, both linguistically and culturally. Kinginger 

(1998) also touches on the importance of language exchange participants to be receptive 

to their partners’ needs. She argues that in her study analyzing a videoconference 

exchange between students in the US and France, the students who benefitted the most 

from the exchange were those whose partners engaged in learner-learner scaffolding 

during moments of communication breakdown. Kinginger cautions that the 

videoconferencing medium should be used with caution, however, as “the 

videoconferencing event adds several entirely new dimensions to the problem of 

classroom anxiety” (p. 508). While more concerned with linguistic development than 

cultural competence, Kinginger reports on students’ evaluation on the use of 

videoconferencing and observes that students preferred the real-time interaction to email 

conversations because it afforded them an insight into the opinions and ideas of their 

partners as well as a way to view their cultural tendencies.  

Jones and Sorenson’s (2001) overview of a project linking American university 

classrooms to French university classrooms via videoconferencing also presents 

synchronous communication as an experience providing students unique access to the 

perceptions of their foreign peers. They acknowledge that videoconferencing affords 

students with interpersonal exposure that would normally not be readily available to 
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university students, and report very positive student responses to the use of 

videoconferencing in the foreign language classroom.  

SYNCHRONOUS FORMS OF COMMUNICATION: PROBLEMS NOTED 
Despite generally reporting positive results from the video-web communication 

tool, Jauregi and Bañados (2008) note that “One of the most difficult challenges of 

synchronous collaborative learning is attaining an effective, clear organization of session 

schedules and a fluid communication among all parties involved” (p. 190). They maintain 

that some students became frustrated by the lack of consistent responses from their 

partners. Several partners reportedly did not arrive at the session on time, cancelled 

sessions with no notification, or ignored follow-up email inquiries sent to reschedule 

cancelled sessions.  

Kinginger (1998) highlights the linguistic abilities of students involved in 

videoconferencing exchanges as being an important factor in need of consideration in the 

classroom. She notes that the American students, due to their lower levels of spoken 

French proficiency, sometimes experienced anxiety and difficulty communicating with 

their partners in the medium. She suggests providing students with separate sessions 

devoted to an analysis of their conversations in order to “help learners become keen and 

critical observers of language use” (p. 511). Jones and Sorenson (2001) also caution 

teachers to be aware of the differences in communication practices which occur during a 

videoconference exchange and to help their students be aware of the linguistic needs of 

their exchange partners. In addition, the authors highlight the importance of having well-
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organized and focused sessions and of setting realistic communication goals, including 

having students of similar proficiency interact whenever possible. O’Dowd (2000) offers 

guidance as to best practices while videoconferencing, suggesting students speak slowly 

and clearly, avoid slang, and constantly monitor the verbal and nonverbal responses of 

their partners to gauge whether or not they are understanding. He also emphasizes that 

“the content and structure of sessions should be planned well in advance and participants 

should have a clear idea of what information they need to get from the other group by the 

end of the meeting” (p. 59). 

SUGGESTIONS FROM THE LITERATURE ON HOW TO ADDRESS PROBLEMS WITH CMC 
TOOLS 

Several matters of importance have been identified in the research that should be 

given notice when implementing a combination of synchronous and asynchronous 

methods. In their overview of the causes of failed communication in telecollaborative 

exchanges, O’Dowd and Ritter (2006) highlight several factors that occur at the 

individual, classroom, socioinstitutional and interaction level which can impede the 

development of intercultural communicative competence. At the individual level, they 

note the importance of the learners’ psychobiological and educational background, 

usually knowledge of the other (one of Byram’s maxims), in supporting successful 

exchanges. At the classroom level, task-design is emphasized as requiring a good teacher-

teacher relationship as well as a great deal of planning and compromise between the 

teachers. At the socioinstitutional level, the more practical side of CMC is addressed: the 

medium itself, which includes the type of tool (synchronous or asynchronous) that is 
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used, as well as the logistics of coordinating the CMC with two academic calendars. The 

interaction level includes misunderstandings that arise from differences in 

communicative style and behavior, which the authors attribute to differences in 

intercultural pragmatics (appropriate use of speech acts, expectations of participation in 

discourse, stylistic differences, etc.).  

Ware (2005), like Belz (2003), used a discourse analysis approach to identify 

what online intercultural learning looks like linguistically in an attempt to specify 

instances of missed opportunities for intercultural communication between learners in the 

U.S. and Germany. She found three areas of tension influencing this “lack of 

communicative convergence” (Ware, 2005, p. 67), including differing expectations and 

norms for telecollaboration among her participants. This category was broken down into 

differences in expectations for the technology itself as well as the interaction. Ware 

suggests that to address the first issue, students be encouraged to talk about their 

expectations with their online peers, their classmates, and their teachers:  

Instead of making and acting on assumptions about communication norms, 
students need to openly discuss their expectations of linguistic and grammatical 
accuracy, message length, and response time. (p. 78)  
 

To address the issue of the interaction itself, Ware suggests preparing students 

through explicit class discussions and analyses of successful and unsuccessful 

communication prior to the start of the exchange to “help deflect potential tensions in 

their own communication” (p. 78). 
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Despite the obvious negative repercussions of misunderstandings, Thorne (2003) 

points out that “conflict is certainly not an inherently negative feature of intercultural 

communication” (p. 45) and adds that sometimes it may even lead to breaking down of 

stereotypical images of monolithic cultures that the learner might have held of the other. 

In addition, O’Dowd and Ritter (2006) note that tensions in intercultural exchanges need 

not be viewed as problems that need to be eradicated and instead, that differences 

frequently are made up of exactly those cultural rich-points to which we hope our 

students to be exposed (p. 627). What is most important, then, is that teachers prepare 

their students to expect differing opinions and thoughts of others and to always be 

cognizant of the cultural context in which that information is being communicated.  
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V. Best Practices for Implementing CMC 

INTRODUCTION 
There are many factors that contribute to whether or not a computer-mediated 

exchange is successful, including the academic and institutional culture, medium of the 

exchange, task design, language of interaction, and the learners’ overall ability and 

willingness to take part in exchanges. While some of these factors may be out of the 

instructor’s control, it can be concluded from the above research that certain best 

practices must be in place in order for CMC to effectively facilitate cultural awareness 

and intercultural communicative competence. I propose that teachers are highly 

instrumental in whether or not computer-mediated communication is successful and, 

therefore, they must be cognizant of several important factors under their control when 

planning to incorporate this technology in the classroom.  

For the exchanges themselves, there are some universal guidelines, or best 

practices, that language teachers can follow to ensure that their students get the most out 

of intercultural exchanges. In this chapter, I identify and provide guidelines and examples 

of best practices for successful synchronous and asynchronous exchanges in terms of 

three Ps: preparation, presentation, and practicality. The preparation guidelines are the 

most extensive and cover the preparation of the CMC task itself, including what the 

teacher must be aware of prior to beginning such a project, as well as suggestions for how 

to best prepare students for the interaction. The presentation guidelines include advice on 

the teacher’s actions, monitoring, and implementation of tasks and additional assignments 

during the course of the activity and project. The chapter concludes with a discussion 
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concerning issues of practicality for both synchronous and asynchronous communication, 

including access to technology, locating an exchange class, timing, language of use, and 

the future of CMC. 

While the question of the superiority of synchronous or asynchronous forms of 

communication is beyond the scope of this Report, both forms of communication have 

advantages and disadvantages. It has been suggested that synchronous forms offer the 

opportunity to instantly clarify difficulties in communication (via questioning and 

clarification) and so may be superior to asynchronous forms (Jauregi & Bañados, 2008; 

Tudini, 2007). However, there are limitations to synchronous communication such as 

issues of time zones and differing levels of linguistic proficiency that may make 

asynchronous methods of communication the preferred genre for some students.  

Thorne (2003) recognizes that for Americans, “computer-mediated 

communication has become a habitual dimension of social, academic, and professional 

communicative activity” (p. 54) and that in one study he reviewed, the American students 

preferred instant messaging to e-mail in interacting with their cultural exchange partners. 

While this is only one case for which asynchronous methods receive negative feedback, 

teachers should nevertheless consider their students and the environment of the exchange 

in making the decision as to which method to employ. A combination of the two methods 

might be ideal in some circumstances, and should be considered whenever possible to 

expose students to the greatest variety of forms of communication. O’Dowd (2007) 

discusses the benefits of both email and video conferencing, the former being that it 
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provides in-depth written descriptions about the target culture which students can study 

and reflect on, and the latter allowing for quick clarification of doubts and the sensation 

of a more “life-like” interaction (p. 148). 

Regardless of which type of computer-mediated communication the teacher 

chooses for the students, the most important challenge that must be addressed in all 

circumstances is that of preparation. Both students as well as teachers must be adequately 

prepared for what to expect and for what is expected of them in order for CMC to create 

conditions conducive to developing intercultural communicative competence. The 

following section breaks down the matter of preparation into three parts, the preparation 

of students, communication with the partner teacher, and the selection and organization 

of the tasks themselves.  

PREPARATION GUIDELINES 

Preparation of students 
Adequately preparing students for the exchange in which they will be 

participating is perhaps the most important factor affecting whether or not gains will be 

made in intercultural communicative competence. Teachers must be explicit about the 

intentions of the exchange and communicate their expectations of the students before any 

online interaction occurs (Abrams et al., 2006; Jauregi & Bañados, 2008; Montrose 

2002). Students should be made aware that the exchanges are meant not only to provide 

them with a language partner, but also involve them in a cultural exchange in which they 

are to become more aware of their own and the other culture. Such explanations can be 
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introduced to students along with activities such as brainstorming the meaning of culture 

or filling out questionnaires about such matters as their own culture, what they know 

about how their culture is perceived abroad, and what they know and believe about the 

partner culture. I elaborate on these preliminary activities in greater depth in the 

Preparation of Task subsection. These activities should be structured so that discussions 

follow in which students are given the opportunity to express, in a safe environment free 

from criticism, their thoughts and beliefs about themselves and the other.  

In addition to classroom discussions and brainstorming sessions, students could 

be encouraged to express their thoughts through reflective journals, which can be used to 

help students articulate and document their thoughts to be later visited and reflected upon. 

Students must first be made aware of their own attitudes in order to start them on the 

process of questioning their beliefs and assumptions, or questioning their cultural values, 

as Byram (1997) notes this questioning is important for intercultural communicative 

competence. Berwick and Whalley (2000) report that reflection helps students shift their 

attitudes and perspectives, and understand what influences those beliefs. They conclude 

that through recording and revisiting their thoughts in journals, “student observers have 

the chance to experience significant personal growth through formal reflection about 

everyday social encounters” (p. 338). They also add that journal use encourages 

“reformulation of an existing meaning scheme through accumulation of ‘evidence’ to the 

contrary” (p. 334) which thus involves a challenge to a student’s way of viewing the 

world and opens them up to the views of others. The use of reflective journals thus will 
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help students document their initial perspectives, be aware of any shifts in those 

perspectives, and hopefully start on their journey toward expanded awareness. Teachers 

could have students record their initial thoughts and observations regarding the topics 

discussed pre-exchange and continue to require weekly reflection exercises as the 

exchanges progress.  

It is also important that students be prepared for what to expect during the 

interactions themselves and be made aware of the linguistic differences that are often 

culturally-influenced and which they are likely to encounter in an exchange with 

someone of a different linguistic and cultural background. O’Dowd (2007) observes that 

“students may need support in developing an ethnographic definition of culture which 

focuses more on the meanings which members of the target culture attribute to their 

behaviour than on the behaviour itself” (p. 148). This must be done carefully, however, 

because the goal of drawing students’ attention to such matters is not to create or further 

encourage stereotypes about a group, but rather to help students see that language choices 

and behaviors are oftentimes culturally-grounded. Such awareness can be raised by 

having students engage in a preliminary activity in which they read past exchanges that 

have been identified as examples of miscommunication between people of distinct 

cultural backgrounds. For example, Ware and Kramsch (2005) provide a detailed analysis 

of a conflict that occurred in emails between two subjects, an American and a German. In 

the classroom, the teacher could ask students to read this exchange and ask them to 

identify what areas they feel might have been a cause of conflict and to formulate 
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hypotheses as to why such issues might have occurred. This exercise can help students 

see first-hand that during these exchanges, they will possibly feel offended or hurt by 

someone else’s comments and that they will need to take a step back and ask themselves 

whether what their partner has communicated might be originating from a differing 

cultural standpoint. 

Another way students can be made aware of culturally-grounded differences is to 

involve them in role play activities with their peers in class in which they are faced with 

the task of responding to sensitive questions, such as those that involve controversial 

topics. Such an exercise could serve two purposes. Firstly, it could challenge students to 

think about their own values and have their beliefs and preconceived notions questioned 

even before entering the exchange itself. Secondly, with the encouragement of the 

teacher, students could be prompted to predict how their responses might be perceived by 

their future exchange partner. This exercise forces students to consider what they have 

learned up to that point about the target culture and again emphasizes the importance of 

taking the other’s perspective into consideration. Such activities provide students with a 

preview of what they might be faced with in the future exchange, and start them on the 

process of questioning why they think and react the way they do. While these preliminary 

analytical activities will not eliminate all future incidents, they are useful to at least bring 

students’ attention to potential problems and different ways of interaction and, and in 

doing so, encourage them to think on a deeper level. It is important that during these 

activities, the teacher help students see the importance of never assuming anything based 
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simply on one’s own cultural perspective. Ware and Kramsch (2005) remind students that 

as conversation partners, they must take charge of their intercultural competence and 

“assume that there are cultural and historical differences worth exploring […] assume 

good will on part of the other […] and suspend judgment and adopt a tell-me-more 

attitude when faced with misunderstanding” (p. 200). To help students become successful 

conversation partners, the teacher should strive to present the exchange to students in 

such a way that they know to come to the interaction with the notion that everyone has 

the best intentions when conversing and thus to be polite and patient in their responses. 

These analyses could thus bring about discussions of politeness, tone, directness, register, 

and other pragmalinguistic matters, and highlight the need for students to respond in 

culturally appropriate ways. The ability to identify these conventions of speech is 

recognized in Byram’s fourth objective, skills of discovery and interaction. 

While politeness during the exchange might seem a simple matter of good 

manners and proper correspondence etiquette, it should never be assumed that students 

will naturally know how to work with and respond appropriately to their partners. In the 

discussion and role play activities mentioned earlier, teachers can monitor students and 

facilitate appropriate responses. Also, during these preliminary activities, teachers can be 

more explicit in their expectations and actually model what good interactions look like. 

Telecollaborative exchanges for the purpose of developing intercultural communicative 

competence involve informal, relaxed ways of writing and speaking that are conducive to 

the creation of closeness and even friendships. Müller-Hartmann (2000) describes 
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“talking writing” as a valuable form of dialog to be emulated by learners involved in 

cross-cultural exchanges. Some of the characteristics of “talking writing” are that it 

“sounds” like a dialog, often involves direct questions or answers, often asks for 

elaboration or clarification, builds a conversation based on previous “talking writing,” 

and frequently contains slang, humor, and a sense of playfulness (Müller-Hartmann, 

2000, p. 137). As noted earlier, O’Dowd (2007) stressed that students be always focused 

on the needs of the other and make an effort to respond in ways that clarify their beliefs. 

Teachers must explicitly communicate to students that they are expected to participate in 

each activity, answer the questions of both the task and the partner, as well as ask 

questions of their partner. If students’ attention is brought to the need to be receptive and 

cooperative partners, and they are shown examples of how to achieve both, they are more 

likely to have a positive intercultural exchange experience. 

Finally, the expectations of the purpose of tellecollaboration and the way students 

approach the use of technology have been reported as an important factor worthy of 

teachers’ attention. Thorne (2003) and Peng, Lu, and Wang (2009) have observed 

differences in use of communication tools by students of varying cultural backgrounds 

and warn teachers to be prepared to address such matters. Students should be made 

aware, as noted earlier, that communication norms will not necessarily be the same for 

them as for their partners and that they must have patience and strive to be as open and 

transparent as possible in their exchanges. They should consistently be encouraged that 

although they might not receive the types of responses they seek, there are many complex 
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factors that could contribute to this and to be aware of and accepting of these differences. 

Ware (2005) suggests that to address the issue of expectations and norms for 

telecollaboration, students should be encouraged to talk with their peers about what they 

anticipate from the exchange instead of making assumptions. If one partner expects to 

have a language partner to correct his or her grammar mistakes while the other seeks in-

depth discussions about politics, then it is likely that this discrepancy of goals and 

intentions for the exchange will result in low gains in intercultural communicative 

competence for both. In her study, the disconnect between the way her participants 

perceived the purpose for their interaction was a clashing point between the two groups 

and, thus, Ware suggests the need for students to openly discuss their expectations as to 

the interaction and the feedback they expect from their partners. Teachers can facilitate 

open communication between students by being explicit themselves in communicating 

their own expectations of students. Although linguistic gains are always a goal of 

interactions between students in the foreign language context, the teacher should strive to 

emphasize that gaining insight into the cultural perspective of the other is equally 

important. The tasks the teacher designs and the evaluation of students’ performance in 

the interaction should reflect this goal: with an emphasis placed first on the topic at hand 

and the discussions surrounding it, with linguistic accuracy being secondary to cultural 

gains. 

Communication with partner teacher 
 In their recommendation for best practices for implementation of 

telecollaborative teaching, Belz and Müller Hartmann (2003) observed that the 
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establishment of long-term partnerships between teachers is ideal to attain a good level of 

pedagogical and socioinstitutional understanding. O’Dowd and Ritter (2006) emphasize 

that communicating effectively with the partner teachers is helpful to “understand the 

sociocultural context in which their partner class is operating” (p. 639). Certainly, being 

familiar and comfortable with the partner culture and partner teacher is important for a 

successful exchange to take place. Fischer (1998) observed that only when teachers have 

a decent understanding of the target culture and possess their own high level of 

intercultural communicative competence can they expect their students to excel, too. 

Nearly every aspect of computer-mediated communication must be addressed and 

arranged with the partner teacher; therefore clear and frequent communication between 

teachers is vital in determining the best method and approach for both groups. 

Once a solid relationship has been established with the partner teacher, teachers 

can then proceed to streamline their goals and prepare tasks for their students. While 

collaboration on task selection and implementation is especially important to CMC and 

will thus be addressed in the next subsection, there are several other organizational 

matters that must also be worked out between cooperating teachers for the exchanges to 

function smoothly. One of these areas pertains to the grouping of students and how 

students will be assessed in their participation and performance. Regarding assessment, 

the teachers must cooperate so that they have similar goals expressed to students as to 

what is expected of them in the exchanges. While issues of motivation and student 

involvement depend on many factors, Hertel (2003) suggests that exchanges should 
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constitute a significant portion of the grade for both classes to encourage both groups to 

participate regularly. Peng, Lu, and Wang (2009) suggest the use of rubrics detailing how 

student performance will be assessed to provide students with a clear idea of their 

obligations. One of those details should include how many times the students will be 

expected to respond to one another’s responses and within what time-frame. Establishing 

a minimum number of interactions reaching a minimum length per week has been 

effectively utilized as a way to ensure students interact to the level that is necessary for 

them to achieve intercultural competence (Harrison, 2006; O’Dowd, 2003).  

In determining how to group students, whether or not students are placed in dyads 

or larger groups will depend on the number of students in both classes and the activities 

planned by the teachers. Some researchers have randomly paired students with success 

(Peng, Lu & Wang, 2009), while others have allowed students to post profiles and select 

their partners, even from differing countries (Harrison, 2006). Since this Report 

advocates the task-oriented approach to telecollaboration, which requires consistent 

participation by both parties and for which teachers must collaborate in the task design, it 

is assumed that such exchanges will be arranged between entire classes and partner 

groups will be created within those classes alone. Since establishing a friendly 

relationship between partners is crucial to successful intercultural exchanges, teachers 

might find it beneficial to group students of similar interest together whenever possible 

(Fischer, 1998; Müller-Hartman, 2000). Students might also be allowed to create online 

profiles to share with the partner class and seek out partners with similar interests in that 
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way. While issues of language proficiency will be addressed in the practicality section of 

this chapter, both teachers should also be aware of the linguistic abilities of their students 

and take such matters into consideration when partnering students. Ultimately, the way 

students are grouped is best to be discussed and arranged between partner teachers who 

are most suited to gauge their students’ abilities and maturity levels. 

Task selection and organization 
 The studies mentioned in chapter IV on telecollaboration for intercultural 

learning all involve more than simply pairing learners together and asking them to 

communicate. Successful computer-mediated communication exchanges must involve 

carefully thought-out activities that prompt the students to engage with one another and 

interact on a deeper level in order to reach cultural awareness and understanding. In their 

study primarily concerned with the impact of synchronous and asynchronous multimodal 

environments on task design and the interaction of French and English speaking students, 

Hauck and Youngs (2008) found that the existence of task goals was one of the most 

important factors contributing to successful telecollaboration. The authors conclude that 

in order to engage students in interculturally rich interactions, tasks must be designed 

which “systematically develop the learners’ electronic literacy skills and thus their online 

intercultural communicative competence” (p. 103). The participants in their study “had to 

find, present and evaluate material, providing each other with feedback, asking for 

cultural clarifications, and exchanging ideas” (p. 93). Many researchers’ findings of 

successful intercultural exchanges (e.g., Jauregi & Bañados, 2008; Müller-Hartmann, 

2000; O’Dowd, 2000, 2003, 2007) also support the need for tasks to be well-designed 
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and communicated clearly to students to facilitate their interacting to the maximum 

degree possible. 

Before assigning students tasks to be completed with their partners, it is 

important, as noted earlier, that students be given the opportunity to get to know their 

partners and establish a friendly relationship with one another. Müller Hartman (2000) 

maintains that “[p]artners in an intercultural exchange have to become curious about each 

other in order to lay the foundation for intensive interaction” (p. 136). Fischer (1998) 

observes that “[m]isunderstandings or conflicting opinions can hardly be overcome if the 

communication partners hardly know anything about each other and when there is no 

supporting network of friendship and respect” (p. 153). This “community of learners,” as 

Fischer refers to the participants involved in an exchange, must be supported by the 

teachers themselves and involves a great deal of communication between the teachers to 

ensure that both groups of students are coming to the exchange with similar expectations 

about goals and language use. Introductory activities play a large role in establishing this 

community of learners, as they promote positive first impressions and captivate students’ 

interest in the project. Students should be encouraged to introduce themselves to their 

partners, including details about their personal interests, hobbies, and anything they feel 

will help them get to know their partner. As emphasized in the previous subsection, 

students should be encouraged to ask carefully composed, culturally appropriate 

questions of their partners to help convey an air of curiosity and friendliness. Teachers 

should remind students that while they will later be discussing possibly controversial 
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topics, it is not appropriate to discuss these matters in the introduction stage, as O’Dowd 

and Ritter (2006) have pointed out that such topics presented too soon can harm the 

establishment of the personal, friendly relationship necessary for a successful exchange. 

When the medium allows it, teachers should consider having students submit their 

introductions to be reviewed prior to their being sent out to ensure the students are on the 

right track.  

Activities and tasks that follow the initial introductions should be carefully 

arranged, but also be flexible enough to allow for students to choose some of the content 

they will discuss and share with their partner. An example of a preliminary task that can 

be used after the introductory activity is presented below to illustrate how students might 

first be asked to perform specific tasks and then allowed to expand on them as they 

choose. The format of this preliminary task is modeled after the CULTURA project’s 

series of steps “designed to introduce learners to progressively more complex artifacts in 

order to broaden their scope of inquiry” (Furstenberg et al., 2001, p. 60). While 

Furstenberg et al. do not offer many suggestions for a preliminary task, the first step of 

the task below is taken directly from CULTURA. I have expanded on this step and added 

more of my own suggestions to create a preliminary task that might be used in the 

classroom at the beginning of an exchange.  

The first part of the preliminary task, as suggested by Furstenberg et. al (2001), is 

used to sensitize students to the notion of culture and involves having the students write a 

paragraph in their L1 about what “culture” means to them and how they would define it. 
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Then, the teachers brainstorm with their class what the students found, highlighting the 

diversity of the different definitions set forth and also making sure to add anything they 

feel might contribute to the students’ grasping that culture is dynamic and ever-changing. 

I suggest this brainstorming might be accomplished by asking questions such as “What 

features do you think make up culture?” and “How many cultures do you belong to?”, 

etc.  

As a second step, I propose teachers could involve students in a discussion about 

stereotypes for which they can ask the class to compile a list of words and phrases they 

feel describe their culture and then reflect on whether or not they agree with everything 

the class came up with. The goal of such an exercise is to show students that if 

discrepancy exists within a class that shares a similar national culture, can they fathom 

how diverse the rest of world might be? I suggest teachers then have students brainstorm 

their thoughts on being a member of their country and what they think of their country’s 

image abroad. Then, teachers can have students list or call out words and phrases that 

come to mind when students think of their own culture. Students should be asked to think 

of things that are important to them and allow their thoughts to flow freely. Such 

activities can be done either in journals, as a class, or with partners in the classroom, but 

it is important that they write down their responses, as the students will be later sharing 

them with their exchange partners.  

As a third step, students on both sides of the exchange might also be asked to 

respond to the same questionnaires that prompt them to provide words or phrases dealing 
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with their perspective of their own and the target culture. This idea is taken from the 

CULTURA project and Furstenberg et al. note that “[t]hese questionnaires have been 

designed to highlight some basic cultural differences with respect to topics such as family 

relations, power structures, work, and so forth” (p. 60). I suggest that only after 

participating in and discussing these initial classroom activities should students be asked 

to exchange their responses with their exchange partner, comment on his or her 

responses, and ask clarification questions when unsure or curious about a response. 

Students ideally should be given autonomy in choosing which topics they wish to pursue 

further with their partner and thus what direction to take their discussions. This 

comparison of cultures involving an answering of questions between partners and an 

exchange of viewpoints has been shown to lead to successes in intercultural 

communicative competence (Furstenberg et al., 2001; O’Dowd, 2003). This task also 

involves students in a meaningful activity, discovering information about the other, 

which allows them to open up to their partners and explore their beliefs. These skills of 

discovering and sharing have been shown to be important for intercultural learning 

(Byram, 1997; Müller-Hartmann, 2000).  

Once introductory and preliminary tasks are completed and students have been 

given time to discuss with their teacher and each other about their experiences, teachers 

need to continue to encourage them to share with one another via carefully chosen and 

well-timed tasks. As Byram (1997) noted in his second objective, knowledge of self and 

other, students need to be conscious of a great deal of information pertaining to the social 
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groups and products and practices of their own and the target culture in order to make 

gains in intercultural communicative competence. While there are innumerable ways to 

encourage students to share and learn about one another, one way a teacher could address 

this objective involves having students participate in a video exchange for which they 

film a day in their lives. Students can be encouraged to watch their partner’s video, 

respond to it, and then contrast it with stereotypical images in the media (film or 

elsewhere) that they have seen portraying that culture. Other media that can be easily 

shared online could be substituted in place of videos, such as a collage of photographs or 

a webpage. As with every task, students should be encouraged to ask their partners 

questions to better understand their beliefs and opinions. With the right supervision, such 

an exercise can involve students in a rich dialog with their partners, and carry them into 

Byram’s third objective, skills of interpreting and relating, which include the ability to 

identify the perspectives in a document and explain their origins.             

While it is important to provide students with carefully prepared tasks, it is also 

important that teachers do not neglect the needs and interests of their students. O’Dowd 

and Ritter (2006) emphasize the need for task selection to consider the students’ interests 

and for teachers to give thought to the effect the thematic content will have on their 

students. If two students are not engaged in the topic itself, they will certainly not be 

likely to engage with one another about that topic. Stockwell and Levy (2001) found that 

there is value in letting students choose their own topics and find common interests and 

note that “while one cannot mandate topics of mutual interest, the teacher can help the 
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students acquire some of the socio-pragmatic and socio-cultural skills associated with 

opening online conversations, seeking out areas of common interest and maintaining the 

online interaction” (p. 435). It has been observed that structured, student-centered 

approaches in which students brainstorm potential topics before engaging in interactions 

is an effective way to increase student motivation (Hertel, 2003). Teachers can get a 

sense for what interests their students most by paying attention to the brainstorming and 

discussions among students which occurred during the preliminary activities and 

communicating with their partner teacher regularly in designing subsequent activities.  

PRESENTATION GUIDELINES 

Teacher guidance and monitoring 
O’Dowd and Ritter (2006) caution teachers, however, that although task-oriented 

activities are effective ways to get students engaging with one another, their participation 

in such activities does not automatically imply successful intercultural communicative 

competence. It has been observed that guidance and clear instructions by the teacher are 

vital throughout the entire cross-cultural exchange (Jauregi & Bañados, 2008; Harrison, 

2006; O’Dowd, 2003). Therefore, during the cultural exchange period, the teacher should 

be actively monitoring student involvement and be aware of their reactions and thoughts 

regarding their participation. Depending on the type of exchange chosen, as well as 

factors such as the age of the students, their linguistic ability, emotional maturity, and 

time spent in the classroom each day, there will be a varying level of involvement on the 

part of the teacher in monitoring the exchanges. However, it is always a good practice for 

teachers to continually communicate with students and generally be aware of what they 
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are communicating to their partners. This is important to ensure that students are staying 

on task and following the requirements and expectations set forth by both teachers in the 

beginning. Again, the issue of communicating with the partner teacher remains pertinent: 

if either student is not engaging with a receptive audience then the teachers must be in 

touch and take steps to remedy such a matter (O’Dowd, 2003; 2007). 

Another important consideration during the activity is how and to what extent the 

teacher should address problems as they arise. The ability to even recognize a situation as 

potentially problematic requires that teachers be well aware of their students and their 

perceptions throughout the entire exchange. As students often do not recognize problems 

and might not question themselves or seek out the teacher’s opinion directly, 

communication between teacher and student becomes very important in gauging when 

and what issues the teacher might need to address.  

Students should be given regular opportunities to express to their teacher their 

thoughts and concerns. As detailed previously, reflective journaling is an effective way 

both to learn about students’ perceptions of their online collaboration and to monitor their 

task progress and involvement. In fact, several researchers have reported positive results 

for the use of journals to facilitate this communication between the students and teacher 

(Berwick & Whalley, 2000; Müller-Hartmann, 2000; O’Dowd, 2007). Teachers could 

design activities in which students must pick out each week a portion of their interaction 

that they deem important or significant and reflect on their thoughts and feelings about 

that interaction. At the end of the week, students could be asked to submit their reflective 
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journals to be reviewed by the teacher. The teacher should pay close attention to what 

students are communicating in order to be aware of trends or patterns in students’ 

reactions and responses.  

O’Dowd and Ritter (2006) point out the need for teachers to be able to identify 

“problematic or provocative correspondence” (p. 633) that they could bring to the 

attention of the class as they feel is needed. However, in order to ensure that students do 

not feel threatened or stifled in expressing themselves, it is best for the teacher to first 

confront students individually when he or she senses that there is an issue that needs 

attention. In situations in which the teacher can witness interactions, such as the blog 

medium or videoconferencing, teachers can provide redirecting comments to help guide 

students back to the topic at hand when they notice students veering off-task.  

As has already been stressed, increasing students’ awareness of potential 

problems is best carried out during the preparation phase. However, students will benefit 

from regular reminders throughout the semester or year that they should feel free to 

discuss with the teacher about anything they are feeling and thinking. If students feel that 

their thoughts are being valued and their work is being read by their teacher, they are 

more likely to share what they are thinking and, thus, their intercultural communicative 

competence is more likely to grow. 

Additional assignments 
 Not only is it important for teachers to pay close attention to their students’ 

progress during the course of an exchange, it is also pertinent that opportunities be given 
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to students to reflect on their experience during class when they are not involved in the 

interaction itself. This part of the exchange is particularly important when addressing 

Byram’s (1997) attitudes and knowledge objective. In engaging with others and 

discovering their perspectives, students will likely begin to question their own cultural 

values. When this questioning occurs, the teacher must strive to assess how it affects the 

students and pay attention to their responses and reactions. These exchanges will bring 

about more opportunities for successful intercultural learning if the teacher is aware and 

vigilant of the exchanges occurring between the students and their partners and also, as 

mentioned earlier, if the teacher has given thought beforehand to the possible pitfalls and 

issues that students might experience in order to properly address them as they arise. If a 

teacher is unaware of or unable to address potential problems in communication as they 

occur, students could lose interest in the interaction, or worse, experience such negative 

feelings toward their partner that the exchange would be completely unsuccessful (Ware 

& Kramsch, 2005). Ware and Kramsch (2005) warn that their teachers could have been 

better prepared and that they “could have used more tightly focused in-class discussions 

to examine messages against a ‘cultural rubric’ in order to help the students evaluate the 

messages from different points of view” (p. 199) Teachers should thus regularly 

supplement the exchange by providing opportunities for students to share their reactions 

to their exchanges and listen to the experiences of their classmates. These additional 

activities could include written assignments or other creative projects for which students 

may present what they have learned up to that point about their exchange partner or the 

target culture in general. Such activities can be designed to be presented in front of the 
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class to open up opportunities for other students to ask questions of their classmates and 

question their findings. Hertel (2003) has noted that incorporating the exchange into 

classroom discussions is useful not only for exposing students to multiple viewpoints, but 

also to provide additional cultural input for those students whose partners fail to 

communicate frequently. 

By exposing students to the viewpoints of others in the target culture in addition 

to that of their exchange partners, students will be less likely to have the tendency to 

accept their partners’ views and opinions as representative of the entire culture itself, a 

problematic viewpoint that hinders a students’ progress toward intercultural 

communicative competence. Itakura (2004) warns teachers that students should be made 

aware of the power of both the native speaker as well as the teacher in forming and 

corroborating stereotypes. He advises teachers to take care in how they speak to students 

about the exchange group, warning that “foreign language teachers need to be made 

aware of the potentially strong impact of their remarks on the formation of stereotypes for 

their non-native interlocutors and students” (p. 48). During the class discussions that 

ensue from the additional activities, teachers can encourage students “to interpret remarks 

made by native speakers and also the foreign language teachers more critically” (p. 48).  

Students may also be given the opportunity to learn from their exchanges via a 

different method: reviewing recordings or transcripts of their own video interactions or 

re-reading emails, blogs, or chats. Kinginger (1998) suggests having students watch 

recordings of their videoconference interactions in order to analyze and further 
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understand their exchanges with their partners. While this suggestion was geared toward 

increasing a student’s linguistic proficiency, such an exercise could be employed in an 

intercultural exchange as a post-activity to help students identify and work through 

possible points of interest or miscommunication with their partners As a final assignment, 

teachers could have students single out and refer back to several instances in which they 

felt they experienced misunderstanding, moments in which their perspectives were 

challenged, or things they feel are worthy of reflecting upon. By analyzing past 

exchanges and even making comparisons between earlier and later interactions, students 

will be pushed to draw upon the knowledge and skills acquired as a result of the 

exchange and make comparisons between what perspectives they once held and any new 

perspectives gleaned from the exchange. Students could be prompted to write an essay or 

create a portfolio that chronicles their experience with their partner over the course of the 

exchange. This exercise will help them get closer to what Byram refers to as “critical 

cultural awareness,” the final objective he identifies as a culmination of the knowledge, 

attitudes, and skills crucial to obtaining intercultural communicative competence.  

PRACTICALITY   

Access to technology 
 The first issue a teacher must consider in preparing a CMC exchange is the 

access students have to computers and their comfort using them. Teachers must be aware 

of the possible differing levels of exposure to technology for the students in both 

countries. Although less of an issue nowadays than a decade ago, students still may 

experience different degrees of comfort with the medium of email or synchronous chat. 
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Therefore, an effort should be made to ensure that students are ready and able to 

participate fully. Also, the availability of computers for both groups is a matter in need of 

consideration when designing an exchange. If the classroom is not equipped with 

computers for each student, as is the case with most schools, then the majority of the 

interaction will have to occur outside of the classroom in a computer lab, library, or at the 

students’ home. In such circumstances, synchronous chat might be the most practical 

choice as the students can be assigned a minimum amount of interaction per week, but be 

able to execute such interaction on their own time. If the students do have access to 

computers in class and an exchange can be arranged with students in a country of a 

similar time zone (Central and South America, for example), then synchronous CMC 

could be a viable option. O’Dowd (2007) has found that the development of intercultural 

communicative competence is best supported when a combination of different online 

tools are used because each mode of communication provides learners with a different 

aspect of language on which to focus. However, what is feasible for both classes must be 

determined through careful collaboration between both teachers.  

Language of interaction 
 While an ideal language exchange would involve the equal sharing of languages 

between both participating groups, their ability to successfully interact in both languages 

is of course dependent on their levels of linguistic proficiency. In classes in which both 

groups are highly proficient, alternating between target and native languages in the 

assignments has shown positive results (Ware & Kramsch, 2005). Even some learners 

whose L2 skills are only at an intermediate level have been found to successfully make 
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gains in intercultural communicative competence when involved in exchanges that use 

both their L1 and L2 (O’Dowd, 2003). However, as Hauck and Youngs (2008) observe, 

language anxiety is one of the main reasons participants in online exchanges lose 

motivation to participate, so levels of proficiency must be taken into consideration when 

matching partners and deciding on the language of interaction. Even students within the 

same class will likely have experienced differing levels of exposure to the target language 

and this is a fact teachers must be aware of when matching students to partners. Teachers 

who establish and maintain good communication with their partner teacher will be better 

able to suggest appropriate linguistic matches for their students.  

Oftentimes, English is chosen as the medium of the exchange for the simple reason 

that many non-English speaking countries introduce their students to English at an earlier 

age than students in the United States begin their language studies. However, the fact that 

an exchange is performed in English does not mean that such cultural activities cannot be 

adapted to language lessons in the classroom. Teachers could have students engage in 

projects that require them to write or speak about their experiences using the target 

language. However, the use of reflective or dialog journals might be best limited to the 

native language to allow for the most uninhibited and natural expression possible. In 

cases in which both languages will be used, teachers will also have to decide and agree 

on how to guide students to use the two. Teachers could have students swap languages 

depending on whether they are responding to or initiating communication, change 

language with every task, or even assign a language of the week.   
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Locating an exchange class 
 Finding a classroom with which to initiate an exchange can be an overwhelming 

task, so teachers should begin their search well in advance of their planned exchange to 

allow for enough time to find the best match for their class. While there are a multitude of 

websites that can help guide and connect language learners abroad, the following 

websites specifically offer teachers opportunities to partner with other teachers to form 

entire classroom exchanges: 

1. Collaborations Around the Planet: http://projects.twice.cc/index.php   

2. Epals:  http://www.epals.com/ 

3. ilearn: http://www.iearn.org/contact-us  

4. PikiFriends: http://www.pikifriends.net/  

5. Skype in the Classroom: http://education.skype.com/ 

6. The University of Minnesota: https://languagecenter.cla.umn.edu/tandem/ 

7. The Mixxer (hosted by Dickinson College): 

http://www.academiccommons.org/commons/essay/mixxer-language-exchange-

community 

 While some of these websites are more guided than others about projects and the 

type of collaboration involved, each could be a useful resource to help teachers establish 

an initial contact with a classroom teacher abroad. However teachers go about finding a 

partner class, what is most important is that teachers, once in contact with a potential 
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match, be explicit about their goals and expectations of the exchange so that they might 

better ensure the classroom they find is the right one for their group of learners.  

Issues of time and resources 
Despite the viability and great potential of a carefully-implemented computer-

mediated exchange, there still seems to be little utilization of this technology in the 

foreign language classroom. Moore (2006) found that among the 262 teachers in her 

study who claimed to use the Internet to teach culture, only one mentioned incorporating 

email pen pals. It has been reported that one major reason teachers do not incorporate a 

culture component in the classroom despite the availability of technology is the lack of 

time to devote to such an endeavor (Durocher, 2007; Lee, 1997). Instead, teachers often 

still utilize the most convenient resource, the textbook, as the main source of cultural 

information (Moore, 2006). While it is true that the computer-mediated communication 

activity should make up a significant portion of the class and not be treated as just 

occasional exercises, I propose that with the right preparation, computer-mediated 

communication can be feasibly worked into language classrooms and there is no need to 

completely abandon the textbook when doing so. In an exchange activity, students can be 

expected to spend 30 minutes to 1 hour a week in direct communication with their 

partners, the same amount of time which might easily be spent teaching students about an 

aspect of culture found in their textbook. In addition, students should be spending about 

an hour per week involved in reflection or classroom discussion about the exchange. This 

means that for a typical classroom that meets for an hour a day, two days a week are 
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spent involved either in interaction or reflection, thus still leaving three days to devote to 

the purely linguistic aspect of the course.  

To address the matter of using the text to teach culture, such sections of textbooks, 

which often focus on practices and products of a particular country or region, can be used 

as jumping off points for the teacher to use to get students brainstorming and formulating 

questions to ask their cultural exchange partners. For example, most Spanish language 

textbooks contain sections on Mexican cultural practices like the Quinceañera (i.e., a 

girl’s fifteenth birthday) and Día de los Muertos (i.e., the Day of the Dead) or Spanish 

traditions such as la corrida de toros (i.e., the running of the bulls). Regardless of 

whether the students are involved in an exchange with Mexicans, Spaniards, or students 

from other cultures, such excerpts could offer teachers an opportunity to design tasks that 

get students to ask questions of their partners and question cultural stereotypes. Students 

can be encouraged to discover how their Spanish partners perceive the running of the 

bulls’ tradition or if their Mexican partners celebrate those typically Mexican holidays 

that they have seen described in their book. Students will learn more details about their 

partners’ lives and also discover that they cannot generalize about their beliefs and 

customs. By still using the textbook, teachers will not only be able to cover cultural 

points in the texts—and thus, feel they do not have to deviate from their general 

curriculum—, but also be able to get students to question their own cultures and that of 

others as they explore what the texts propose.  
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The future of CMC  
With the fast-pace of technological change and new synchronous and asynchronous 

forms of communication constantly becoming available to language students, it is 

inevitable that some CMC methods will lose popularity and become obsolete over time. 

Currently, microblogging, instant messaging, and social networking sites are popular 

communication methods among students. These methods are already being utilized 

successfully by language learners and teachers to supplement the language learning 

process (Godwin-Jones, 2005; Harrison & Thomas, 2009), and they could easily be 

adapted to support intercultural communicative competence goals in the classroom. In 

fact, many of the aforementioned guidelines for teachers may still be integrated into plans 

to employ these new forms of communication. What is more important than the changes 

themselves is that teachers stay abreast of the latest trends in technology so that they are 

able to adapt to these changes and grow alongside their students. 
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VI. Conclusion 

 Throughout this Report, I regularly referred to Byram’s (1997) objectives for 

intercultural communicative competence in order to offer teachers tangible goals relating 

to their students’ knowledge, attitudes, and skills. Teachers should be advised, however, 

that total success in intercultural communicative competence is an outcome that cannot 

truly be measured. Instead, intercultural communicative competence is better 

conceptualized as a learning process during which students are constantly growing and 

changing  and, if presented with the right opportunities, students will hopefully be 

challenged to continue to engage in this process even after their language studies are 

over. While the teacher can do a great deal to facilitate students’ learning during this 

process and is undoubtedly instrumental in their successful gains, teachers must also 

accept, and even expect, that a certain amount of conflict is likely to occur during these 

exchanges. No matter how well students are prepared and how much they are taught to 

carefully choose their words and accept their partner’s words as culturally-embedded, 

there will still be inevitable misunderstandings and breakdowns in communication. 

However, as has been widely recognized, not all conflict is bad and misunderstandings 

should not always be viewed negatively, as such instances often offer the richest 

opportunities for learning (Belz, 2005; Thorne, 2003; Ware & Kramsch, 2005).  

I believe that if students are afforded these rich cultural exchange experiences, 

they are more likely to become sensitive to the varying and diverse personalities and 

perspectives of the people in the world with whom they interact, and less likely to make 
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generalizations about a particular cultural group behaving in a particular way. These 

experiences will probably help them become aware that people’s individual language 

choices might not always be meant as they are interpreted, and that despite everyone’s 

best intentions, problems with varying interpretations will still sometimes present 

themselves. What is more important than avoiding problems, then, is this awareness of 

and experience with diversity. If students are given the opportunity to experience this 

diversity, afforded so readily by computer-mediated communication, then they will have 

an advantage in future interactions with people not only of that language and culture, but 

with anyone in the world they meet.  

 Establishing relationships via computer-mediated communication with students 

from a different language and cultural background is an exciting opportunity for language 

learners and one that promises positive outcomes as long as the exchange is set up 

conscientiously. Drawing on the findings of previous research in the field of CMC and 

cultural learning, I attempted to provide teachers with practical suggestions they can put 

into place in the classroom when commencing a CMC exchange with their students. It is 

my hope that, armed with the awareness of what their students should be experiencing as 

well as the knowledge of past exchanges’ successes and failures that this Report provides, 

teachers might be better prepared and motivated to embark on a cultural exchange in their 

own language classrooms.  
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