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Fostering cultural competence awareness 
by engaging in intercultural dialogue – 
a telecollaboration partnership

María Villalobos-Buehner1

Abstract. This study measured changes in cultural awareness levels between 
two groups of US students in their third semester of a Spanish class. One group 
(experimental group) collaborated via Skype with a group of English language 
learners from a Colombian university and the other group (control group) did not. 
The experimental group met seven times during the semester to discuss a variety 
of cultural topics such as health care and gastronomy. The control group addressed 
the same topics by examining them among members of the same class. Both groups 
answered a pre and post self-awareness questionnaire. Mixed factorial analysis of 
variance (ANOVA) results showed significant differences between the two groups. 
There was no change in scores from pretest to posttest for the control group, but 
scores in the trained group increased significantly. Students from the treatment 
group show substantial gains in skills, knowledge, and awareness of themselves in 
their interactions with others in one semester.

Keywords: telecollaboration, intercultural dialogue, cultural competence, cultural 
awareness.

1.	 Introduction

Cultural competence awareness is the process of being cognizant of different 
perspectives, value systems, and internal biases while being open and accepting 
of those differences (Western Center, 2017). One way to support the development 
of cultural competence awareness is by promoting cultural exchanges since 
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they provide opportunities to develop the skills necessary to negotiate cultural 
differences (O’Rourke, 2007).

Thanks to the development of telecommunication platforms, telecollaboration 
partnerships have become widespread in language classrooms. Telecollaboration 
partnerships are “collaborative approaches to learning where knowledge and 
understanding are constructed through interaction and negotiation” (O’Dowd, 
2016, p. 292). During the last two decades, through these partnerships, teachers 
have created a diverse portfolio of these experiences. These include practices from 
well-known e-pal programs established around 1996 to simpler forms of inviting 
a guest-speaker to connect with a group of language learners to explore societal 
aspects of a culture. In the last ten years, the field has also experienced growth 
in the amount of research in the effectiveness of these collaboration partnerships 
mainly in the area of language learning (Dugartsyrenova & Sardegna, 2018). 
O’Rourke (2007) divides telecollaboration partnerships into two models, e-tandem 
and intercultural collaboration.

This study used the intercultural collaboration model. This model emphasizes 
the integration of cultural and linguistic exchanges as part of the curriculum. The 
teachers are fully involved in the design of these experiences and create tasks 
that require their students to interact with their international partners to complete 
them. For instance, the e-pal partner became their first source of information 
when researching trends such as the use of social media. O’Dowd (2003) defines 
intercultural dialogue as “a process that comprises an open and respectful exchange 
of views between individuals and groups with different ethnic, cultural, religious 
and linguistic backgrounds and heritage” (p. 363).

Most of the studies in the area of intercultural awareness growth in classrooms 
are qualitative or are the result from other areas of focus such as students’ L2 
grammar development (Dugartsyrenova & Sardegna, 2018). This study offers a 
mixed method analysis to the growth of intercultural awareness through the use 
of intercultural dialogues with the use of a telecollaboration initiative. The main 
questions of this study are as below.

•	 Does the integration of an intercultural model of telecollaboration promote 
intercultural awareness?

•	 To what extent do students exhibit intercultural self-awareness during the 
telecollaboration and in their answers to the different tasks?



381

Fostering cultural competence awareness by engaging in intercultural dialogue...

2.	 Method

2.1.	 Participants and context

The participants were 31 American college students in their third semester of a 
Spanish course. These students were mostly first and second year students. The 
control group had 15 participants and the experimental group had 16 participants. 
Their Spanish class met three times for 60 minutes each week. Both classes had 
the same textbook and covered the same number of units and topics. Both teachers 
embraced communicative approaches to language teaching and believe that 
language learning and cultural understanding go hand in hand.

The 16 participants from the experimental group met with another 18 college 
students from Colombia who were learning English. Both groups were at the B1 
proficiency level of English and Spanish according to the Common European 
Framework of References for languages (CEFR). These groups met six times 
during class time for 30 minutes in English and 30 minutes in Spanish. After 
each meeting, the American students had to complete a task in Spanish with the 
information they gathered during each session. The main discussion topics were 
these: Personal relationships, Halloween celebration, college students’ daily 
routine, digital stress, and tourism. Before each encounter, students had to prepare 
a series of five questions about the main themes. The researcher provided a start-
up question for each topic. For instance, the start-up question for the topic about 
relationships was How would you want to spend a day with friends? After the 
encounter, each student had to submit a written report about what they found out, 
make a comparison, share it with the group using digital discussion boards, and 
react to three other member’s reports by drawing a conclusion on what they all 
discovered.

2.2.	 Data collection and data analysis

The researcher collected data at different points in the semester. The 
31 participants answered a demographic data gathering survey and a brief version 
of the cultural competence self-assessment checklist developed by the Greater 
Vancouver Island Multicultural Society (Western Center, 2017) at the beginning 
of the semester. The same students answered the cultural competence self-
assessment at the end of the semester to measure cultural competence awareness 
growth. The researcher did a qualitative analysis of both the post-meeting reports 
the students had to submit and the notes taken from the videotaping of the six 



382

María Villalobos-Buehner

encounters. This study used inductive and deductive approaches to data analysis 
and used Byram’s (1997) model as the framework to analyze their answers and 
interpret their interactions.

3.	 Results and discussion

The first question asked was whether the integration of an intercultural model of 
telecollaboration promoted intercultural awareness. According to the analyses 
performed using SPSS 26, the results show that the experimental group became 
more interculturally aware. For each question, a two (control group and experimental 
group) by two (pretest and posttest) mixed factorial ANOVA was performed with 
the use of the survey as a repeated-measure. Both the main effect of the test, 
F(1,28)=10.74, p=.003, η=.53, and the interaction were significant, F(1,28)=6.66, 
p=.015, η=.44. There was no change in scores from pretest to posttest for the control 
group, but scores in the experimental group increased significantly (see Figure 1).

Figure 1.	 Pretest and posttest: survey results – 1=Never, 2=Sometimes, 3=Fairly 
Often, and 4=Always

The statistical and practical scores of the experimental group in the areas of valuing 
diversity, how culture informs their judgment, willingness to share their culture, 
and openness significantly increased in the posttest in comparison with the control 
group. These are areas that demonstrate growth in cultural competence awareness.
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The second question asked was to determine the extent to which students exhibited 
intercultural self-awareness during the telecollaboration and in their answers to 
the different tasks. After an inductive analysis of the qualitative data from the 
video observations and written reports, the researcher concluded that the emergent 
categories could be described using Byram’s (1997) model of intercultural 
communicative competence. Some of the most common students’ behaviors 
during the telecollaboration sessions were those of curiosity, openness, and a 
disposition to engage in the various conversations as equals. The experimental 
group largely remained conversing in Spanish during the time allocated for 
this task during the class. They demonstrated high interactivity and student 
engagement. These students demonstrated the ability to acquire new knowledge 
of Colombian culture and cultural practices in real-time communication and 
interaction by asking further questions beyond the ones they prepared in advance, 
and by smiling and maintaining eye contact. Alternatively, students were able to 
explain a significant amount of the social processes knowledge acquired during 
the interactions in the post meeting reports. One of the students’ reactions to 
one of his peer’s videos demonstrates this type of knowledge: “Great video! My 
partner, Santiago, also wakes up very early to attend classes at his college. It was 
surprising how early he woke up!” (Bob).

4.	 Conclusion

This study supports the impact of telecollaboration initiatives in the development 
of cultural competence awareness. The results of the study show an increase 
in cultural competence awareness in the group that participated in the 
telecollaboration sessions. They also demonstrated intercultural communicative 
behaviors such as those of curiosity, openness, and a disposition to engage in the 
various conversations as equals. These exchanges also invite students to become 
responsible participants of a pluralistic society.
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