
DOI: 10.4018/IJCALLT.2020010104

International Journal of Computer-Assisted Language Learning and Teaching
Volume 10 • Issue 1 • January-March 2020


Copyright©2020,IGIGlobal.CopyingordistributinginprintorelectronicformswithoutwrittenpermissionofIGIGlobalisprohibited.



47

Fostering Cultural Understanding 
with Virtual Reality:
A Look at Students’ Stereotypes and Beliefs
Margherita Berti, University of Arizona, Tucson, USA

 https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6572-921X

Stefano Maranzana, Southern Methodist University, Dallas, USA

Jacob Monzingo, University of Arizona, Tucson, USA

ABSTRACT

Invirtualreality,languagelearnerscanexperiencetheforeignculturebyexploringauthenticand
contextualized learningenvironments.Todate, there isa lackof studies investigating theuseof
highlyimmersivevirtualrealityforculturalunderstandingaswellaslearners’attitudestowardits
implementation in the languageclassroom.This studyaddresses thisgapbyexploring language
learners’ stereotypes andgeneralizationsof the foreign culture experienced in highly immersive
virtualreality,andtheirbeliefsregardingitsuseintheeducationalsetting.Undergraduatestudents
enrolledinbeginnerItaliancoursesviewedthreeordinaryItalianenvironmentswiththeuseoftheir
smartphones,headphones,andGoogleCardboard.Throughsurveys,writtenreflections,andafocus
groupinterviewparticipantssharedtheirculturalunderstandingsandattitudestowardvirtualreality.
Resultsshowthatvirtualrealitywaspositivelyperceivedandhelpedlearnersdiscovernewcultural
layersgenerallynotencounteredintraditionalpedagogicalmaterials.
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INTRodUCTIoN

Foreign language (FL) textbooks often provide a static representation of culture without giving
learners theopportunity to engagewithdifferent aspects of the foreign country (McConachy&
Hata,2013).Thompson(2013)claims thatwritingFL textbooksrequiresdifficultchoicesabout
whatculturesshouldberepresented,hencetheteachingofculturebecomesachallengingendeavor.
Fortunately,theadventoftheInternetandtherapidadvancementoftechnologyhasfacilitatedaccess
toculturallyauthenticresourcesandeducatorsnowintegratetechnologyintheirlessonstosupport
culturepedagogy.Muchscholarshiphasbeendevoted to the impactof technology tools suchas
podcasts(e.g.,Ducate&Lomicka,2009),socialnetworkingsites(e.g.,Barrot,2016),andblogs
(e.g.,Pinkman,2005),howevertodatelittleisknownabouttheeffectofhighlyimmersivevirtual
reality(VR)onculture(Berti,2019).DifferentlyfromlowimmersiveVRenvironments(e.g.,Second
Life),highlyimmersiveVRutilizesahead-mounteddisplay(HMD)enablingafullyimmersiveand
personalizedlearningexperience(Schwienhorst,2002).HighlyimmersiveVRislearner-centeredand



International Journal of Computer-Assisted Language Learning and Teaching
Volume 10 • Issue 1 • January-March 2020

48

learner-driven,unlikeothertraditionalpedagogicalmaterials,sinceuserscanmoveinanydirection
andfocusonwhatcatchestheirattentionwithinthedigital360-degreeenvironment.

Consideringtheimportantroleoftechnologyinthefieldoflanguageeducationandthescarce
attention tohighly immersiveVR, this studyattempts to shed lighton theuseof this emerging
technologybyansweringthefollowingresearchquestions:

(1) HowdoeshighlyimmersiveVRimpactFLlearners’understandingofenvironmentsandpeople
ofthestudiedforeignculture?

(2) WhatareFLlearners’attitudesandconcernstowardtheuseofVRintheclassroomsetting?

Thisarticleisorganizedintofourmainsections.Thefirstsectionprovidesbackgroundinformation
onVRandimmersion,culturalunderstanding,andexperiential learningtheory(ELT).Next, the
methodologyisdescribedandfollowedbyadiscussionoftheresults.Thelastsectionaddressesthe
limitationsofthestudyandsuggeststhatfutureresearchfocusesonthepotentialofinteractivehighly
immersiveVRforlanguageeducation.

BACKGRoUNd

Virtual Reality and Immersion
Historically, Computer-Assisted Language Learning (CALL) scholarship has focused on how
languagelearnersmightbenefitfromtheuseofcomputertechnologyinandoutoftheclassroom.
Morerecently,VRtechnologieshavebeenlookedattoansweravarietyofquestionssincetheyallow
formanipulationofconceptsinlow-riskenvironments.VRisgenerallydefinedfromanythingasan
immersiveexperiencetohavingparticularqualitiesofhardwareorsoftware(Blyth,2018).Acentral
aspectofVRistheabilitytoimmerseusersinauthenticandcontextualizedsettings.Nell(1998)
definesimmersiveanexperiencewherethereaderistransportedbywhattheyreadandthelevelof
emotionalinvestmentinwhatisbeingdescribedbytheauthor.Ryan(2015)appliesimmersionto
literarytheorybyreferringtothevividnessandrealismfoundinthree-dimensional(3D)displays
throughsomekindofhiddendepth.OnecouldarguethatthehiddendepthRyan(2015)speaksof
andtheexperienceNell(1998)discussesareoneandthesame.Ifthisistrue,VRmaybedefinedas
animmersive,computer-enabledtechnologythatreplicatesanenvironmentandallowsasimulation
oftheusertobepresentandinteractwithinthatenvironment(Ryan,2015;Sadler,2017).Wanget
al.,(2012)provideamoreconcreteexampleofimmersioninsupportofRyan’s(2015)theoretical
positioning,furtheringitsuseinlanguagelearningcontexts.Intheirstudy,3Dvirtualworldscreated
realistic scenariosuseful forFL learners’ authenticpractice. Ina similar study,English learners
exploredavirtualworldundertheguidanceofanativeEnglish-speakinginstructor(Shih,2015).Data
collectedthroughobservations,interviews,andblogentriessuggestedthatVRhasgreatpotential
fortheenhancementoflearners’culturalknowledge.Thus,avirtualworldbecomesaplacewhere
contextisavailableforlanguageuseandculturalobservation.

OneissuethatKern(2014)raisesregardingtheuseofemergingtechnologiesforlearningand
teaching,istheriskassociatedwiththeblinduseofatechnologyasatypeofpanacea,acure-all
forillsofeducatinglanguagelearners.Whiletechnologyisuseful,itisfundamentaltoconsiderthe
theoreticalframeworkthatsupportsitsuseinlanguageeducation.ThisstudydrawsonELTtodescribe
howhighlyimmersiveVRactivitiesmaybeusedtosupportthelearningofcultureinitsvariousfacets.

Cultural Understanding
Before touching on the theoretical framework, however, it must be discussed how cultural
understandingisdefinedinthisstudy.Understandingalonecanbedifficulttodescribeasitchangesin
theobserverandtheobserved,alreadyimplyingthesubjectivityofwhatanyversionofunderstanding
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