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Promoting Intercultural Learning through 
Synchronous Video Exchange:
A Talk Abroad Case Study
Ann Warner-Ault, The College of New Jersey, Ewing Township, USA

ABSTRACT

ThecurrentstudyexploresutilizingtheACTFLculturalframeworktostructuresynchronousvideo-
basedspeakingactivitiesandsubsequentclassdiscussions.Thestudyincludes39studentsintwo
sectionsofanintermediate-levelcollegeSpanishcoursewhoengagedinfive30-minuteconversations
withnativespeakersofSpanishviaTalkAbroadduringonesemester.Quantitativeandqualitative
datafromthesemestersuggeststudents’oralproficiencyandcriticalculturalawarenessimproved.A
comparisonofsurveydataindicatesthatstudent-reportedsatisfactionandlearningviaTalkAbroad
wascomparabletothatofvirtualexchangescoordinatedbyprofessorsduringprevioussemesters.
Thesefindingssuggest third-partyproviderscanprovidestudentsasimilar levelof learningand
engagementforlessofaninvestmentintime,technology,andinstitutionalresourcesthanhasbeen
reportedinpreviousstudies.
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INTRodUCTIoN

Asourworldbecomessmaller,interculturalabilitiesareneededacrossallsectorsoftheeconomy
andgovernment.Thosewhodevelopinterculturalskillswillbebetterabletocommunicateacross
linesofdifferenceandtoavoidimposingtheirownviewpointsonpeoplefromdiversebackgrounds.
Languageresearchershaveidentifiedtelecollaborationasameanstoimprovebothforeignlanguage
learningandinterculturalcompetence(Belz,2003;Chun,2015;Furstenbergetal.,2001;Guth&Helm,
2010;Schenker,2013).Giventhesebenefits,O’DowdandLewis(2016)suggestvirtualexchange“go
beyondbeinganisolatedactivitypursuedbypractitionerresearchersintheareaofCALLandshould
insteadformpartofthecommonbatteryofeducationaltools(e.g.MOOCsandtheflippedclassroom)
usedbyuniversityeducatorsacrossacademicdisciplines.”However,researchersmentionavarietyof
challengeswithvirtualexchanges,including:increasedpressureonteachers,technicalandscheduling
difficulties,unstableprojectpartners,varyingeducationalgoalsforstudents,communicationfailures
andreinforcedstereotypes.(Chun,2014;Goodwin-Jones,2013;O’Dowd&Ritter,2006;Schenker,
2012;Ware,2005;Ware&Kramsch,2005).Unfortunately, these real andperceiveddifficulties
havepreventedvirtualexchangesfrombecomingaspervasiveasresearchindicatestheyshouldbe
(O’Dowd, 2018). A service provider approach can make telecollaborative projects accessible to
educatorswithoutthetime,internationalpartnersortechnicalknow-howtocreatetheirowncultural
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orlinguisticexchangeproject.Whileutilizingaserviceprovidermodelprovidesawaytoovercome
manyofthechallengespresentedbytraditionalvirtualexchanges,littledatahasbeengatheredabout
theeducationalvalueofthisapproach.(O’Dowd&Lewis,2016;O’Dowd,2018)

ThecurrentstudysuggestswaystoutilizetheAmericanCouncilonTeachingForeignLanguage
(ACTFL)culturalframeworktostructuresynchronousvideo-chatsessions,amethodthatallowsfor
sustainedculturalcomparisonsduringtheconversationsandsubsequentreflectionactivities.This
approachtakesinspirationfromtheCulturaproject,developedatMITin1997,whichbeganasanemail
exchangebetweenFranceandtheU.S.tohelpstudentsrelativizetheirculturalvalues.However,two
oftheproject’sfoundersconcedethattheproject,largelybasedonexchangingwrittenquestionnaires,
doesnotfullyutilizetoday’sinteractiveinternetandmobileappcapabilities(Furstenberg&English,
2016).Asvideoconferencingtoolsgrowinpopularity,O’DowdandLewis(2016)suggestmoredata
begatheredaboutbuildingstudents’interculturalabilitiesthroughvirtualexchangesviasynchronous
videoplatforms.

Thisarticlereportsonanobservationalstudyof39studentsintwosectionsofacollege-level
intermediateSpanishclassatTheCollegeofNewJerseywhichcombinedastructuredapproachto
culturalanalysiswith five30-minutevideo-chatsessionswithnativeSpanishspeakersusing the
synchronous,video-basedplatform,TalkAbroad.TalkAbroadofferstrainedconversationpartners
insevenlanguages,includingSpanish.(Studentsinthestudyspokewithpartnersfrom13countries.)
TalkAbroaddiffersfromotherpopularvideoconferencingtools(e.g.;BlueButton,ZoomandSkype)
inthatstudentspayandconversationpartnersarepaid.However,unlikeotherplatforms,TalkAbroad
providestrainedconversationpartnersaccustomedtointermediate-levelinterlocutors.TalkAbroad
sharessimilaritieswiththeSoliyaplatform,whichprovidestrainingtobothsetsofdialoguepartners;
however,Soliyaaimsmainlytobuildcross-culturalunderstandingthroughconversationsinEnglish
ratherthanprovidingtarget-languagepractice.

LITERATURE REVIEw

Ithaslongbeenarguedthatculturallearningbetaughtalongsidelanguagelearning(e.g.:Bryam,1997;
Kramsch,1993;Fantini,1997).MichaelByramintroducedtheterm“criticalculturalawareness”in
1997asthemostessentialofthefiveelements(orsavoirs)thatmakeupinterculturalcommunicative
competence(ICC).Theothersavoirsare:knowledgeofselfandother,skillsof interpretingand
relatingtoothers,skillsofdiscoveryandinteraction,andattitudesofopennessandcuriosity.Byram
definescriticalculturalawareness(savoir s’engager)as“anabilitytoevaluatecriticallyandonthe
basisofexplicit criteriaperspectives,practiceandproducts inone’sownandotherculturesand
countries”(1997).Infact,Byram’s“perspectives,practicesandproducts”formthecornerstoneof
ACTFL’s1999culturalstandards,revisedbyACTFLin2015,whichasklearnersto:“Interactwith
competenceandunderstanding;usethelanguagetoinvestigate,explainandreflectontherelationship
betweenthepracticesandperspectivesoftheculturesstudied,and;usethelanguagetoinvestigate,
explainandreflectontherelationshipbetweentheproductsandperspectivesoftheculturesstudied”
(National Standards, 2013). Visualizing the “three Ps” as a triangle with “Perspectives” at the
apexand“Products”and“Practices”atthebottomreflectstheirintertwinednature,throughwhich
perspectives,orculturalvalues,informthepracticesandproducts.Alarge-scaleU.S.surveycarried
outbyACTFLin2011abouttheextenttowhichteachers,schools,andcollegeshadadoptedthe
1996NationalStandardsfoundthat:“TheCulturalFrameworkwiththe3Ps(products,practices,
perspectives)isneithertaughtnorassessedbyasizeablenumberofteachers”(“ImpactofForeign
LanguageStandards”2011).ThisisunfortunateparticularlysincetheACTFLculturalframework
“provide[s]averypowerfulnotionofhowtoworkwithcultureinwaysthatstudentsandteachers
wouldfindaccessible”(2011).Arens(2010)emphasizesthevalueoftheCommunicationandCultures
FrameworkforcollegeprofessorsintheU.S.,notesthatpost-secondaryeducationlargelyignores
theNationalStandardsprojectasawhole.AndalthoughK-12teachersaremorefamiliarwiththe
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