Australasian Journal of Educational Technology, 2019, 35(1). AJET ) \i

The effects of international email and Skype interactions on
computer-mediated communication perceptions and attitudes
and intercultural competence in Taiwanese students

Shih-Yin Hsu
National Kaohsiung University of Science and Technology, Taiwan

Robert E. Beasley
Franklin College, Indiana

Learners in an English as a foreign language (EFL) context seldom have the opportunity to
interact with people from other cultures and experience intercultural communication in
English to foster their intercultural competence (IC), whether inside or outside of the
classroom. In an effort to create a brand new opportunity to boost target language interactions,
this study utilised two computer-mediated communication (CMC) tools, namely email and
Skype, to involve Taiwanese EFL university students in an intercultural project to discuss
interesting and cultural topics with university students from the USA. Data were collected
from Taiwanese students’ reflective journals, a post-project questionnaire, and interviews.
The study’s results indicate that despite encountering numerous problems initially, Taiwanese
students eventually have strong positive perceptions and attitudes toward intercultural CMC
learning experiences, which can facilitate efficient online discussions with native speakers of
the target language and can promote IC. Thus, endeavours to implement such expedient,
innovative, and beneficial methods in foreign language courses are encouraged.

Introduction

For international transactions and communication in the contemporary multicultural and commercial world,
improving students' English language competence has become an important education policy regulated by
Taiwan’s Ministry of Education (Wu, 2011). Yang and Chen (2014) suggest that in Taiwan, English should
be taught as a means for intercultural communication so that EFL students can communicate with people
from other cultures efficiently. That is, to develop students’ IC, which has gained much attention from such
fields as sociology, psychology, management and education (Tennekoon, 2015), should be regarded as a
basic objective of EFL education (Byram, 1997; Byram & Feng, 2004; Wach, 2015).

IC is generally not innate. Thus, it must be deliberately nurtured via education (Deardroff, 2006).
Nevertheless, students in Taiwan usually lack opportunities to use English to interact with people from
other cultures to develop their IC (Liaw, 2006). In the traditional grammar-translation method, language
use for communication is not the target in the classroom in Taiwan. Instead, teachers use Chinese most of
the time to focus on reinforcing language usage in the EFL classroom. To do well on their examinations,
students just need to memorise a lot of vocabulary, phrases, and grammatical rules. Nevertheless, they have
difficulties in applying the target language for real-life communication. Thus the inefficiency and
inauthenticity of English language education in Taiwan does not help students improve their ability to
communicate (Wu, 2010; Wu, 2011), nor, needless to say, foster their IC (Yang & Chen, 2014).

Numerous EFL teachers today have implemented technology, especially CMC tools for students to learn
English in an innovative way and prepare them for the modern digital world (Samuels, 2014; Wu, 2011).
CMC, which commonly refers to any human communication via computers (Indrova, 2011), desktops,
mobile phones, or other similar electronic communication technologies (Hardaker, 2010), includes both
asynchronous and synchronous forms of communication. Asynchronous communication, for example email
is not received or responded to simultaneously; meanwhile, synchronous communication, for example
Skype, includes instant messaging, audio/video conferencing and telephone conversations (Hrastinski,
2008; Hsu & Beasley, 2017; Stockwell, 2005). These collaborative research studies indicate that CMC tools
can create authentic language use and learning environments for EFL students to communicate with native
or non-native speakers. Additionally, intercultural CMC learning environments can be beneficial for
fostering EFL students’ IC, which a traditional EFL classroom does not (Jin, 2013, 2015; Yang & Chen,
2014).
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This project was designed for Taiwanese students to discuss interesting and cultural topics with students
from an American university to improve IC via both email and Skype. Byram’s (2000) IC model and
assessment criteria were used as guidelines for this study to explore Taiwanese students’ IC development.

Literature review

Intercultural competence (IC) in language education

In recent years, the development of IC has been the main concern of EFL education (Espinar, Rodriguez,
& Parra 2012; Jin, 2013, 2015; Lee, 2011; Yang & Chen, 2014; Wach, 2015). To foster IC, it is crucial to
familiarise students with the target language culture (Byram & Feng, 2004). Simultaneously, the content
and topics of the students’ own culture are meaningful to them because they take their role as cultural
insiders and experts seriously and desire to communicate information about their own cultures accurately
in international interactions (Chen & Brown, 2012; Liaw, 2006).

Cultural knowledge alone does not lead to IC, but it should still be learned as an interpersonal and social
process (Perry & Southwell, 2011). Moreover, cultural learning in international interactions with speakers
of the target language is one of the most effective channels that can lead to language proficiency, as well as
IC (Yuan, 2009). Byram, Gribkova, and Starkey (2002, p. 10) acknowledge that the aims of intercultural
language teaching are:

[T]o give learners intercultural competence as well as linguistic competence; to prepare them
for interaction with people of other cultures; to enable them to understand and accept people
from other cultures as individuals with other distinctive perspectives, values and behaviors;
and to help them to see that such interaction is an enriching experience.

Although there is no conclusive agreement on a precise definition of IC, there are common and similar
connotations related to IC in the literature (Moeller & Nugent, 2014; Tennekoon, 2015). For instance, IC
contains such concepts as cultural knowledge, curiosity and interest in other cultures, openness to cultural
differences, intercultural sensitivity, and ability to communicate effectively with people from other cultures
(Wach, 2015). According to Deardroff (2006, p. 247), IC is the “ability to communicate effectively and
appropriately in intercultural situations based on one’s intercultural knowledge, skills, and attitudes.”
Fantini and Tirmizi (2006) also point out that IC includes four aspects (i.e., knowledge, skill, attitude, and
awareness). Furthermore, 1C comprises the ability to negotiate meanings across languages and cultures and
prepare for living in a multicultural world (Ho, 2009). All in all, Byram (2000) offers the most
comprehensive and concrete model of IC, which includes five components of IC (pp. 2-3):

1. Attitudes: curiosity and openness, readiness to suspend disbeliefs about other cultures and belief
about one’s own.

2. Knowledge: of social groups and their products and practices in one’s own and in one’s
interlocutor’s country, and of the general processes of societal and individual interaction.

3. Skills of interpreting and relating: ability to interpret a document or event from another culture, to
explain it and relate it to documents from one’s own.

4. Skills of discovery and interaction: ability to acquire new knowledge of a culture and cultural
practices and the ability to operate knowledge, attitudes and skills under the constraints of real-
time communication and interaction.

5. Critical cultural awareness: an ability to evaluate critically and on the basis of explicit criteria,
perspectives, practices and products in one’s own and other cultures and countries.

According to Byram (2009), this model illustrates the vital traits of IC and the sorts of knowledge, skills,
attitudes, and perspectives that intercultural speakers’ abilities need for successful intercultural
communication. Byram (2000) also offers assessment criteria for intercultural experience which includes:
(a) interest in other people’s way of life, (b) ability to change perspective, (c) ability to cope with living in
a different culture, (d) knowledge about another country and culture, and (e) knowledge about the
intercultural communication process.
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Byram’s (2000) IC model and assessment criteria for intercultural experience, which provide clear and
practical objectives for planning instruction and assessment activities for developing learners’ IC, have been
extensively accepted by many EFL teachers and researchers as guidelines for classroom practices (Jin, 2013,
2015; Liaw, 2006; Ottoson, 2013; Yang & Chen, 2014). Thus, this study is also based on Byram’s IC model
and assessment criteria as frameworks for examining the enhancement of learners' intercultural learning.

CMC for maximising intercultural interactions

Educators must have innovative ways of building interesting learning environments for students in the
twenty-first century if they wish to improve learning and prepare students for a multicultural world
(Samuels, 2014). EFL teachers in the modern world have resorted to CMC tools to overcome distance,
construct social environments, and maximise opportunities to engage students in intercultural learning so
that they can discuss their knowledge, ideas, and views with speakers of the target language, and gain
insight into the values and meanings of the foreign culture. Thus, CMC tools can be instrumental in
facilitating the shift in focus from formal traditional classrooms to long-distance informal and intercultural
collaboration and social interactions for IC development (Barrs, 2012; DelliCarpini, 2012; Li, 2015;
Stantchev, Colomo-Palacios, Soto-Acousta, & Misra, 2014; Zatarain-Cabada, Alor-Hernandez, Barron-
Estrada, Colomo-Palacios, & Lin, 2016).

Nevertheless, Hsu, and Beasley (2017) found that Taiwanese EFL students experience numerous challenges
in an intercultural CMC project with American students via email and Skype, especially in the initial stages.
Besides overcoming deficient language skills, they have to deal with the problem of time zone differences
between Taiwan and the USA, and sometimes they have to go through such technical problems as sound
quality, microphones, and webcam when conducting conversations via Skype. Jin (2013, 2015) also affirms
that not all previous intercultural CMC studies have displayed success in developing learners’ IC because
some learners fail to overcome misunderstandings, stereotypes, and negative attitudes about their partners’
culture. Since intercultural learning is a cooperative endeavour, it is important for the teacher to guide
students to build meaningful relationships with target language speakers (Moeller &Nugent, 2014) and
discover new values and beliefs to deconstruct stereotypes and prejudices (Nugent & Catalano, 2015).
Moreover, successful intercultural CMC learning depends on the teacher’s particular understanding of their
learners’ needs to carefully create suitable activities (Blake, 2008; Yanguas, 2010). Intercultural learning is
generally challenging and difficult for most of EFL participants, peculiarly during the early stages.
Therefore, EFL teachers must frequently give them support in their intercultural learning processes (Chen
& Brown, 2012; Coburn, 2010).

Studies (e.g., Lim, 2017; Oztok, Zingaro, Brett, & Hewitt, 2013) indicate that both synchronous and
asynchronous communication tools have their respective advantages and limitations in online learning. In
modern e-learning, it is important to know that synchronous and asynchronous communication tools should
be combined to complement each other. Thus, the potential benefits of blended synchronous and
asynchronous communication tools may help participants create a social scaffolding and environment,
increase motivation and engagement and further develop effective learning through collaboration (Lim,
2017; Oztok, et al., 2013). To date, no studies have investigated the effects of combining synchronous and
asynchronous communication tools on IC development. The current project was designed for an English
for business course, which focused on developing such skills as business correspondence and telephone
conversation. Accordingly, both synchronous (Skype) and asynchronous communication (email) tools were
selected to provide EFL university students in Taiwan with opportunities to maximise intercultural
interactions with American university students to help them develop IC.

Methodology

Research questions

The research questions, which guide this study, are as follows:

1. What are Taiwanese students’ perceptions and attitudes toward intercultural CMC learning
experiences?
2. Towhat extent do Taiwanese students develop their IC in intercultural CMC learning experiences?

151



Australasian Journal of Educational Technology, 2019, 35(1). AJET 10d¥ ASCILITE

Participants

Atotal of 39 students taking the elective English for Business course participated in the intercultural CMC
project at a university of technology in southern Taiwan. The 39 participants, who were Chinese users and
generally had intermediate-level English, consisted of 11 seniors, 26 juniors, and 2 sophomores from
different departments. However, after some time, 5 students dropped out of the project; a total of 34 students
completed the project.

Another group students (n = 32, 25 women and 7 men) from a Midwestern American university who were
invited to participate in the intercultural CMC project were native speakers of English. Students from both
countries were assigned to groups based on similar interests or hobbies. The numbers of students enlisted
in the two groups were not even. Hence, some American students had more than one Taiwanese student as
their cohort.

Context and procedures

This project was conducted during the fall semester of 2012 by utilising action research. Through action
research, the teacher/researcher could analyse what happened and what she had to do to adjust and refine
her instructional strategies to motivate her students’ active participation (Koshy, 2010). In Taiwan, there
are 18 weeks in each semester. Students met 2 hours per week in the course. Participation in the out-of-
class activities was compulsory for the Taiwanese students. They were required to use English to write at
least one email to their American counterparts every week. Alternatively, they could chat with them via
Skype.

After completing their intercultural interactions, the students had to write in their reflective journals to
describe and reflect on their actual intercultural learning experiences and then upload them to the
teacher/researcher’s website. According to this requirement, each student had to accomplish at least 15
reflective journal entries. At the end of the project, a total of 522 reflective journal entries were collected to
prove students’ active participation. This research focused only on understanding Taiwanese students’
development of IC. American students’ intercultural experiences and reflections were not investigated.

Topics and learning activities for the intercultural Skype project

During the first week of the course, the students were given an orientation where they learned such things
as netiquette, email formatting, the significance of IC, the use of email and Skype, and the purpose of the
project. At the same time, the students discussed and chose their favourite topics, which mirrored their
cultures, interests, and everyday lives. They were also asked to do research on these topics for online
discussions outside of the classroom and bring their intercultural learning experiences into the classroom
every week to share. Moreover, they were required to learn, for instance, how to initiate conversation, think
in English rather than translate, use key words and guessing, and catch main ideas when using English in
an authentic online communication. During the second week, the students introduced themselves to their
American cohorts via email and discussed with them the specific times they could interact via Skype.
Beginning with the third week, the students discussed their favorite topics with their American counterparts.
The weekly topics for the project are presented in Table 1.

Table 1
Overview of topics
Week Topic Week Topic

1 Orientation 2 Self-Introductions
3 Life at University 4 Mid-autumn Festival
5 Night Markets 6 Ghost Month in Taiwan
7 Halloween 8 Who does the Housework?
9 Dragon Boat Festival 10  Lantern Festival
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11 Size Discrimination 12 Thanksgiving
13 Living Together before Marriage 14 Is It OK for Women to Propose to Men?
15  Who Takes Care of Elderly Parents? 16  Christmas

17 Chinese New Year 18  Post-project Questionnaire and Interviews

Data collection and analysis

At the end of the project, a post-project questionnaire, which included two parts was distributed to
investigate: (a) the EFL students’ perceptions of the project, and (b) the EFL students’ IC development. All
of the responses on the questionnaire were collected using a 5-point Likert scale. Face-to-face, in-depth,
semi-structured interviews were conducted as well. Each interview lasted approximately 30 to 40 minutes.
All interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed, and translated from Chinese to English for a qualitative
data analysis. The first part of the questionnaire and interviews were carefully examined and coded. The
findings collected helped answer the first research question: “What are Taiwanese students’ perceptions and
attitudes toward intercultural CMC learning experiences?”

Based on a modified version of Byram's (2000) assessment criteria, students’ reflective journals were also
closely examined. The six categories of IC used for the project included: (1) interest in knowing other
people’s perspective and way of life, (2) interest in introducing one’s own perspective and culture to others,
(3) ability to change perspective, (4) knowledge about one’s own country and culture, (5) knowledge about
another country and culture, and (6) knowledge about the intercultural communication process.

The data collected from the second part of the questionnaire and the interviews were analysed to seek
further evidence and information in order to supplement and confirm students’ IC, which was demonstrated
in their reflective journals. All data were content analysed and coded to help answer the second research
question: “To what extent do Taiwanese students develop their IC in intercultural CMC learning
experiences?”

To sum up, the post-project questionnaire, interviews, and reflective journals were collected for qualitative
data analysis. These data sources were triangulated to reduce bias and increase the reliability and validity
of the research (Merriam, 2002). A summary of the data sources and analysis of the research questions is
listed in Table 2.

Table 2
Summary of data collection and analysis
Research question Data collection Methods
of analysis

1. What are Taiwanese students’ perceptions The first part of the Descriptive
and attitudes toward intercultural CMC questionnaire and interviews analysis
learning experiences?

2. To what extent do Taiwanese students Reflective journals, the second  Content
develop their IC in intercultural CMC part of the questionnaire and analysis
learning experiences? interviews

Results

Students’ perceptions and attitudes toward intercultural CMC learning experiences

The analysis of the first part of the post-project questionnaire (Table 3) and interviews indicates that the
students began the project feeling frightened (M = 4.44) and encountered difficulties initially, peculiarly
when using Skype (M = 4.56) to communicate with their American partners. All of them affirmed that they
did not have any cross-cultural communicational experiences with people from other countries via CMC
tools before this project (M = 5.00). According to their interview reports, they felt insecure and afraid of
using English to communicate with people in both written and spoken forms at first. The students
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acknowledged that as a result of the new learning scenario, it was the most difficult time for them to adjust
to authentic language use situations through CMC tools. In contrast to Skype conversations, email writing
allowed them to have more time to think in terms of how to express themselves in English and work at their
own pace. In other words, it was much more of a struggle and much more of a challenge to adapt to real
verbal communication through Skype. Due to shyness and fear, the students felt very uncomfortable
meeting new people and chatting with them via Skype. In addition, they feared that their language skills
were not sufficient enough to respond and interact impromptu. Besides these difficulties, some of them also
stated that they had negative stereotypes and prejudices about their American counterparts and their culture.
For instance, they thought Americans were arrogant and had sense of superiority. Thus, they commented
that the entirely new learning experience was quite challenging for them originally.

Table 3
Students’ perceptions of intercultural learning experience
Item M SD
| did not have intercultural communicational experiences with people from other 5.00 0.00

countries via CMC tools (e.g. Email, Skype, and Facebook) before this project.

| felt frightened initially because | did not have any cross-cultural communicational 4.44 0.50
experiences with people from other countries via CMC tools before this project.

I encountered difficulties of using Email to learn to communicate with my American 4.29 0.52
partner at the beginning of the project.

| appreciated the teacher’s support and clear instruction during this project. 441 0.50

I liked the topics that reflect my interests and my culture to communicate withmy  4.24 0.43
American partner.

| felt the strategy training is crucial for me to learn to develop more effective 4.03 0.30
learning strategies.

I became friends with my American partner because of the intercultural CMC 475 0.44
project.

I became more comfortable and confident of using CMC tools to interact withmy ~ 4.09 0.28
American partner after training in the project.

| liked to use Email to improve my English writing. 453 051
I liked to use Skype to improve my English speaking. 4.88 0.33
This project helped me improve my English language learning. 482 0.29
This project helped me improve my culture learning. 491 0.29
I would like to participate in more intercultural CMC learning projects 4.65 0.49
in the future.

I enjoyed learning English through the intercultural CMC project. 4.79 041
Overall, | had a strong positive opinion of the project. 4,74 0.45

At the end of the project, we noticed that the students’ attitudes changed from negative to positive toward
intercultural learning experiences and that they made the transition from non-English users to relaxed and
adept users in authentic language use situations when using CMC tools. We also detected that, as the
students interacted with their American counterparts, they became more familiar with them, and their
negative stereotypes and prejudices toward Americans and their culture were gone. In addition, teamwork
and mutual support were developed, and they felt less intimidated. They also concurred that they progressed
gradually from being initially uncomfortable with the instructional approach to becoming comfortable and
confident in using CMC tools to interact with their American partners (M = 4.09). Indeed, international
friendships and collaboration played a crucial role in contributing to the students’ confidence, progress, and
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growth in IC. As Ming (all names used are pseudonyms throughout this paper, and translations were made
from Chinese to English) commented:

I saw many changes in myself. Initially, | felt terribly nervous because | thought that my
American partner might be too unfriendly to endure my poor English. | was wrong. Actually,
she was very friendly and patient. She gave me a lot of encouragement. Now | am quite
confident and relaxed while writing emails and talking with her. Even if | make grammatical
mistakes in writing and speaking, | do not mind. Most importantly, | really enjoy discussing
with her and exchanging our cultural knowledge and views.

The following report also illustrates how international friendships play a significant role in helping students
learn and grow. As Ting commented:

I was very lucky to have a very nice American friend as my partner. Sara was always very
patient. If I did not understand the words she said, she typed them out. She often said that my
English is very good. | really appreciate her encouragement. Eventually it was easy for me
to understand her through emails and via Skype. She often told me that | could contact and
ask her at any time if | had any English language or American culture questions. I’ll continue
to contact her through Skype. I think it is the best way to learn English and learn about each
other’s culture.

As they developed their social and affective dimensions, the students really enjoyed using Skype. As Hso-
sing stated:

It was fun and nice talking with my American friend, Jane, by using Skype. Through video
calls, we could see each other. It was as if we were talking to each other face to face. Both of
us enjoyed learning from each other this way. Although there were some language, cultural,
and technical barriers, and even time differences, we both struggled to overcome these
difficulties. At first, 1 used a lot of body language. Now | can handle a conversation
confidently. We tried to contact with each other on weekends regularly. Jane loved to learn
Chinese and Chinese culture as well. I taught her how to use chopsticks and how to count
numbers in Chinese.

Yi-ting also reported:

Near the end of the project, my American friend said that my English was getting better. She
was impressed. She said that English is difficult to learn. My English was very good for one
of my first times using it in speaking. She really enjoyed talking with me and learning about
me and what | like to do and my culture. She hopes that we can be good friends forever. She
showed me a picture of her studying for her final exams.

The teacher also played an essential role in the students’ development in the intercultural project. Our
findings also indicated that they appreciated the teacher’s support and clear instruction during the project
(M = 4.41). According to their comments, the teacher’s careful guidance, pedagogical applications, and
intervention were important and helped them overcome numerous difficulties. In addition, it was necessary
to choose the topics that reflect their interests and their culture to communicate with their partners (M =
4.24). Thus, they became more eager and confident to actively participate in intercultural learning activities.
As they reported, to gain more cultural knowledge, learn more useful words and phrases, and make precise
statements about cultures in English, they were encouraged to actively research cultural topics by reading
books, magazines, and online resources. The results of this research also indicated that the students
gradually developed learner autonomy and improved their learning habits. Furthermore, they responded
that strategy training is crucial for developing more effective learning strategies (M = 4.03). According to
their reports, strategy training helped them learn to communicate with their international partners more
efficiently.

There was also a noticeable transformation in the students’ affective progress. They eventually shifted from

fear to enjoyment in not only written but also in spoken communications. The high mean scores of the post-
project questionnaire showed that they like to use email (M = 4.53) to improve their writing and Skype (M
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= 4.88) to improve their speaking. They enjoyed learning English through the intercultural CMC project
(M = 4.79). The project helped them not only improve their English language learning (M = 4.82) but also
cultural learning (M = 4.91). Furthermore, they would like to participate in more intercultural CMC learning
projects in the future (M = 4.65). Moreover, they commented enthusiastically on the value of engaging in
intercultural CMC learning. For example, Su-yi said, “I appreciated this intercultural learning opportunity.
Accordingly, | had a chance to gain authentic American culture as well as authentic use of English.”

Overall, the students had a strong positive opinion of the project (M = 4.74). Many of them believed that
oral communication skills and email writing would be two crucial skills in their future jobs. They hope that
they can develop these two essential skills before they graduate from the university. The above statements
indicate that the intercultural CMC learning technologies of email and Skype and language use were
interesting, essential, and significant enough to satisfy students’ learning needs. They appreciated having
the opportunity for social interactions across cultures in an authentic communicative context.

Assessment of Taiwanese students’ IC in intercultural CMC learning experiences

A close analysis of 522 student reflective journal entries revealed examples of the six types of IC: (1)
interest in knowing other people’s perspective and way of life, (2) interest in introducing one’s own
perspective and culture to others, (3) ability to change perspective, (4) knowledge about one’s own country
and culture, (5) knowledge about another country and culture and (6) knowledge about the intercultural
communication process. The high mean scores of the second part of the post-project questionnaire (Table
4) and interviews also confirmed these findings. The quotations are the original students’ writing.

Table 4

Students’ Self-Assessment of Developing IC
Category M SD
| developed interest in knowing American’s way of life. 4.30 .66
I developed interest in introducing my own perspective and culture to others. 4.45 51
I developed ability to change perspective. 3.40 .50
I developed knowledge about my own country and culture. 431 A7
| developed knowledge about Americans and their culture. 4.15 37
I developed knowledge about the intercultural communication process. 3.92 .52

Category 1. Interest in knowing other people’s way of life

The students’ reflective journals frequently revealed the category, interest in knowing other people’s way
of life. For instance, they enthusiastically raised many questions to express their interests and curiosities in
their American counterparts’ various life experiences, in particular, their college lives and the ways they
celebrate Halloween, Thanksgiving, and Christmas. As shown in Hsia-Cheng’s reflective journal:

I like to know about American students” way of life. Today | asked many questions about my
American friend’s life in college. She answered all the questions clearly and in detail. As |
learned, she has had a very busy schedule. In order to obtain scholarships and grants, she has
to study hard. She has a part-time job on campus. She participates in several clubs and
organizations as well. | think she is a studious student and enjoys a lot at her college.

The questionnaire and interviews corroborated the findings that the students were interested in knowing the
American’s way of life (M = 4.30) and that they would like to know more about their cultural differences.
In summary, the students’ strong interest in other cultures and their strong desire to know more about
cultural differences provide evidence of their positive attitudes, an indispensable element of IC. The
students gradually developed confidence in intercultural communication and gained authentic knowledge
of American culture from first-hand information.
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Category 2. Interest in introducing one’s own perspective and culture to others

The category, interest in introducing their own perspective and culture to others, was also a frequent
category in the students’ reflective journals. Students energetically used their personal experiences and
knowledge to introduce their own perspectives and their own cultures. As Hai-an illustrated in her reflective
journal:

Today | introduced the mid-autumn festival to my American friend through Skype. She liked
my story of the mid-autumn festival. Through Skype video, | showed her moon cakes and
pomelos. She likes to learn Chinese. She often wanted me to teach her many things in Chinese.
Yes, of course, | love to teach her Chinese. | feel very proud that | can teach her the Chinese
language and introduce her to our special customs and interesting festivals in Taiwan.

From the students’ post-project questionnaire and interviews, we learned that they were interested in
introducing their own perspective and culture to others (M= 4.45) and that they felt proud that they have
the ability to do so. In short, CMC tools of email and Skype provided effective platforms for students to
socially interact with people from other cultures. Their interest in introducing their own perspectives and
culture to others helped their American friends learn something unique. Thus, in the intercultural CMC
project, they not only learned American ways of life, cultural values, and beliefs, but they also learned more
about their own culture. The students gradually fostered intercultural knowledge, the one indispensable
element of IC.

Category 3. Ability to change perspective

The category, ability to change perspective, was the one category with the least number of student reflective
journal entries. Although the students enthusiastically introduced their own cultures and shared their
experiences and knowledge of their own cultural issues, there was not much room left for changes in
perspective. However, when discussing such topics as: “Is it ok for women to propose to men?” and “living
together before marriage”, in which different cultural values and cultural differences might exist between
American and Taiwanese students, the Taiwanese students somewhat demonstrated the ability to change
perspective. As Wan-ching wrote in her reflective journal:

It was very interesting to discuss the topic “Is It OK for Women to Propose to Men?” In
Taiwan, most people think that women should not propose marriage. My American friend
said that women and men are equal; women should be allowed to propose freely; everyone
has the right to propose and decline a proposal as well. | completely agreed with her. | know
it is not our culture, but times have changed. | may propose to my boyfriend some years later
if we really love each other. Men and women should be equal! Am | right? Yes, definitely!

This was the category with the lowest mean score in the questionnaire (M = 3.40). They might not believe
that they have changed their own perspectives in such a short time. However, many of them commented
during their interviews that they were willing to change perspectives if they found that other cultural values
and beliefs are better and more suitable for the times. This finding may well suggest that the project has
helped them become more open-minded, respectful, and curious and less judgmental about others’ cultures.

In brief, this intercultural project seemed to promote the students’ ability to think and evaluate critically and
become more aware of perspectives, which differed from theirs. It even seemed to develop their ability to
change perspective to some degree. Therefore, in intercultural learning processes, they fostered critical
cultural awareness, one of the vital elements of IC.

Category 4. Knowledge about one’s own country and culture

The category, knowledge about one’s own country and culture, was also a recurrent theme in the students’
reflective journals. They knew how to engage in conversation with their American cohorts by using some
important facts about, and by expressing their own experiences of, living in their own country and culture.
As Chiao-ping wrote in his reflective journal:

My American friend was very happy to hear when | was talking about “Chinese New Year.”
She asked me many questions. | was happy that | was able to tell her all I know. | told her
that during Chinese New Near, my parents give us money with red envelopes. She asked me
why they give money with red envelopes. | explained that Chinese people prefer to give or
receive money instead of gifts; red color means “good luck” and “happiness.” Now | am a
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student. I can still get red-envelop money. After | graduate from college, I will get a job and
make money. | will give my parents red-envelope money in return. She said that she liked
the Chinese culture. | am very proud that I have a lot of knowledge about my culture to share
with her.

This category also received a high mean score on the questionnaire (M = 4.31). Many students commented
that, as they became more familiar with their American partners, they felt more confident and enthusiastic
about their ability to thoroughly demonstrate their knowledge of their own country and culture. They used
such words as “proud,” “enjoyable,” “motivating,” and “confident” to describe their feelings because they
had so much to offer and share with their American partners about their own country and culture.

To sum up, the results of this project seems to verify the fact that students know how to contribute important
facts about Chinese culture purposefully in order to maintain conversations with their American cohorts.
Indeed, students frequently demonstrated their own cultural knowledge and positive attitude in an effort to
promote intercultural communication.

Category 5. Knowledge about another country and culture

The students’ reflective journals revealed that they boosted their knowledge about the USA and American
culture. Thanks to the interaction, they learned some important facts about living in the USA and knew how
to maintain a conversation with their American counterparts by using their newly-acquired intercultural
knowledge. As Kin-lan noted:

It was interesting to hear that Tim needed to do a lot of housework at home. He had to mow
his house lawn and had to take turns with his sisters to feed chickens, geese, dogs, cats.... So,
I bet his house is very huge. In Taiwan, it is hard to keep animals in our apartments. My mum
does not want me to do the housework because | am a boy. | just need to study hard to get
good scores and enter a good university. Compared to Tim, | am quite immature. | learned a
lot from him. Before, all my knowledge about Americans and American culture was just from
Hollywood movies. | thought that American children were spoiled. My assumption was
wrong.

The results of this study showed that students developed knowledge about the USA and American culture
(M =4.15). According to their reports, they discovered that they had previously had very limited knowledge,
or even wrong assumptions and negative stereotypes about Americans and their culture. Accordingly, they
deeply appreciated the precious opportunity to learn and gain knowledge about American culture from first-
hand sources.

In brief, the CMC tools utilised in the project offered strong and enjoyable platforms for the students to
interact with American students and helped them obtain authentic knowledge of American culture, learn
different ways of life and cultural values, and allow them to correct wrong assumptions or stereotypes. The
CMC tools helped them develop skills of discovery and interaction, the essential element of IC.

Category 6. Knowledge about the intercultural communication process

The category, knowledge about the intercultural communication process, was also an important theme in
the students’ reflective journals. That is, they knew how to resolve misunderstandings when they arose from
peoples’ lack of awareness of cultural differences, and they discovered new information of the other culture
for themselves during the intercultural communication process. As illustrated in Min-yin’s reflective journal:

Jimmy was really surprised to learn that we went to school on Christmas Day in Taiwan. So
I tried to explain that Christmas is a traditional and important holiday in the USA because
many people are Christians there. But, very few people are Christians in Taiwan. Also, our
main traditional religions are Buddhism and Taoism. So, December 25 is not a special day
for most Taiwanese. He finally understood why December 25 is not a holiday in Taiwan.

The questionnaire showed that the students developed knowledge about the intercultural communication
process (M = 3.92). Some of them commented that occasionally, when misunderstandings arose from a
shortage of intercultural awareness and understanding, they had to display knowledge about the
intercultural communication process. That is, they had to utilise such skills as interpreting, relating,
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comparing, and explaining what causes differences between two cultures to resolve and avoid
misunderstandings.

In summary, the students demonstrated their intercultural knowledge, keen motivation and desire to
improve intercultural communication. To bridge the communication gap and avoid misunderstandings, they
utilised such skills as interpreting, relating, comparing, and explaining cultural differences and discovering
new information, which are all crucial elements of IC.

Discussion and conclusion

The purpose of this research was to look into the pedagogical design of applying email and Skype to the
development of EFL students’ IC by having them discuss interesting and intercultural topics with their
American partners. The findings indicate that their teacher’s instructional strategies and support and their
American cohorts’ friendships and collaboration became important sources in helping the students avoid
being overwhelmed by initial challenges and furthermore have strong positive perceptions and attitudes
toward intercultural CMC learning experiences. As a result, they developed their intercultural knowledge,
skills, attitudes, and critical cultural awareness, the vital elements of IC, and became successful intercultural
speakers (Byram, 1997; Liaw, 2006). Simultaneously, they exhibited six types of IC: (1) interest in knowing
other people’s way of life, (2) interest in introducing one’s own perspective and culture to others, (3) ability
to change perspective, (4) knowledge about one’s own country and culture, (5) knowledge about another
country and culture, and (6) knowledge about the intercultural communication process. Although not yet
excellent, the students’ IC was one survival skill that they could draw upon to communicate effectively
across cultural borders (Tennekoon, 2015). As Byram et al. (2002, p. 7) pointed out: “To be a successful
intercultural speaker and mediator does not require complete and perfect competence.” In short, the goals
set for the pedagogical design of the intercultural CMC activities were successfully achieved.

This study had several limitations. First, the small number of participants at the same university might have
negative implications for the external validity of the results. Second, the study focused exclusively on
understanding Taiwanese EFL students’ perceptions and IC enhancement in intercultural learning. It would
be worthwhile to further explore American students’ IC development or differences in perceptions between
the two groups. Third, five students failed to complete the project, and their motivations for doing so were
not investigated. Examining these motivations might yield some important insights. Fourth, the duration of
this project was only slightly more than 4 months. A longer-term study may be needed to more fully
understand students’ learning processes when developing IC. Fifth, whether or not the Skype and email
interactions are still going on is not known. This knowledge would be essential to scrutinising and
discussing whether the intercultural CMC learning project would be a long-term activity for lifelong
learning. As can be seen from these limitations, more research is still needed.

Despite the limitations of this research, our project has nevertheless provided some insight into utilising
CMC tools for boosting EFL language learning. For example, the use of CMC tools can be an effective
approach to making up for insufficient direct contact with native speakers of the target language in EFL
contexts. Intercultural CMC projects can also help students be ready for the demands of an increasingly
interconnected world and succeed in today’s technology-rich environments in their future careers (Ho, 2009;
Kinshuk, Chen, Cheng, & Chew, 2016; Moeller & Nugent, 2014; Voogt & Knezek, 2016). In this study, the
students built friendships, not antagonists. This finding suggests that offering opportunities for intercultural
learning may help acquire an understanding of human rights and respect for others (Byram et al., 2002) and
may further develop world peace and social harmony (Tennekoon, 2015; Tochon, 2014). At the same time,
intercultural learning can provide deep language learning rather than surface learning (i.e., teaching to the
test) (Tochon, 2014). In a nutshell, the employment of CMC tools can offer an authentic, innovative, and
effective way to gain access to cross-cultural interactions to develop EFL learners’ IC. This IC will certainly
help them be more ready for and effective in their future jobs.
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