6. The acquisition of pragmatic and intercultural communicative
competence for global citizenship through telecollaboration

Sofia Di Sarno-Garcial

DOI: 10.18552/GLEA/2023/0007

Abstract

This study presents the results obtained from three different telecollaboration projects, that aimed to develop
Spanish-speaking students’ use of apologies in English (pragmatic competence) and their intercultural
communicative competence (ICC). In particular, this paper aims to demonstrate how pragmatic competence and
ICC are inextricably interrelated, and how these two competences help students become intercultural/global
citizens through telecollaboration. Data was collected from both synchronous and asynchronous tasks carried out
by Spanish learners of English who engaged in telecollaborative projects with L1 or highly proficient English
speakers. The quantitative and qualitative analysis revealed that there is an empirical relationship between the
learners’ use of apologies and the development of their ICC. Also, following Byram’s (2008) principles of
education for intercultural citizenship, the results demonstrate that telecollaboration can foster language learners’
intercultural/global citizenship.
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1. Introduction

Intercultural contact frequently takes place through the use of technology. It is therefore
imperative to incorporate the teaching of intercultural norms in the second/foreign language
(L2) classroom, with a special emphasis on technology-mediated interaction. For intercultural
interaction to be successful, not only do students need to know their target language, but they
also need to possess pragmatic competence and intercultural communicative competence (ICC).
Even though the relationship between pragmatic competence and ICC has been acknowledged,
studies aimed at demonstrating this relationship are still limited (Jackson, 2019). One of the
most appropriate ways to implement the teaching of these two competences in the language
classroom is telecollaboration, as previous research has shown (Gonzalez-Lloret, 2022; Sykes,
2017).

The aims of this short paper are:

1. To analyse the extent to which the relationship between pragmatic competence and ICC
can be empirically demonstrated and how telecollaboration can strengthen this
connection.

2. To illustrate, following Byram’s (2008) principles of education for intercultural
citizenship (EIC), how engaging in intercultural telecollaboration projects can help
learners become intercultural/global citizens.
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Although some researchers use intercultural and global citizenship to define two different
concepts (Portera, 2021), in this work they will be used interchangeably following Trape (2020).

2. Method

This paper describes the data collected and the results obtained from three different
telecollaboration projects, which lasted six weeks each. The aims of these projects were to foster
Spanish students’ use of apologies in English and to develop their ICC.

Participants of this study were three different groups of aerospace engineering students from
the Universitat Politecnica de Valéncia (UPV), in Spain. The first group was composed of 7
students enrolled on an optional 3™-year B2 level (CEFR) English subject, who collaborated
with the University of Bath (UK). The second group was constituted by 24 students enrolled on
an optional 1¥-year B2 level (CEFR) Technical English subject, who worked together with the
University of Hawai’i (US), while those in the third group were 6 students enrolled on an
optional 3"-year B2 level (CEFR) English subject, who collaborated with Morgan State
University (US). All students from the partner institutions were L1 or highly proficient speakers
of English who studied L2 Spanish.

A consent form detailing the study's objectives and the intended use of the data it collected was
signed by each participant in the study. Their anonymity is kept. The aims and the context of
the study were discussed with the instructors of each institution prior the start of the project.

Spanish students completed a pre-test on apologies before the start of each project. The aim of
the test was to measure the students’ understanding of apologies in English before the
intercultural exchange. After that, based on previous research (e.g. Alcon-Soler, 2007; Plonsky
& Zhuang, 2019) they received explicit instruction on pragmatics and apologies through
audiovisual materials such as video extracts taken from TV series and films (the adequacy of
these materials was previously tested in Di Sarno-Garcia, 2018). This preparation was a relevant
part of the study since when ‘telecollaborative exchanges are combined with teacher mentoring
before the exchanges take place, L2 learners’ pragmatic competence [...] will be enhanced’
(Rezaeyan & Gimeno-Sanz, 2023). The third step was the telecollaboration project itself.
Learners engaged in synchronous Zoom sessions with their counterparts, where they carried
out open role-playing tasks to elicit their use of apologies and had also free time to practise oral
conversation. Asynchronous cultural discussions were carried out through the MeWe platform,
which is a free social network site that allows users to create a personal profile and to upload
different file types such as pictures, videos, and PDFs, apart from posting comments (see Di
Sarno-Garcia, 2021, 2023). In addition, the researcher created a private group for each
telecollaboration project that could be accessed only by the students and their teachers where
the cultural discussions were carried out. Both types of activities were conducted on a weekly
basis. At the end of each project, students from both sides co-created a sound-enhanced
presentation (i.e. each slide contained an audio file recorded by the students) where they
summarised the topics discussed, what they had learnt, and how they felt while dealing with
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partners from other cultures. After that, Spanish students completed a post-test on apologies
and a final project survey (see Appendix 1).

Data was collected through pre- and post-test, the role-plays, the MeWe discussions, the final
presentation, and the final survey. The role-plays were recorded by the students themselves,
who sent them to the researcher for their subsequent transcription and analysis. In terms of
pragmatic competence, the strategies used to apologise by the participants were coded
following a taxonomy based on those elaborated by Blum-Kulka and Olsthain (1984), Leech
(2014) and Martinez-Flor (2016) through quantitative content analysis, while the responses
obtained from pre- and post-test were analysed through descriptive statistics. In terms of ICC,
based on previous research (Vinagre, 2016), instances or traces of Byram's (1997, 2021) five
objectives of ICC were sought in the comments posted on MeWe, while the cultural topics
discussed spontaneously on Zoom were categorised manually, both through quantitative content
analysis. The Pearson correlation coefficient was calculated to seek a relationship between
pragmatic competence and ICC.

Byram’s (2008) principles of EIC were followed to demonstrate how a telecollaboration project
can help learners to become intercultural/global citizens.

3. Results and discussion

Regarding the first objective of this paper, the Pearson correlation coefficient revealed a
statistically significant correlation between the number of comments on MeWe and the number
of role-plays performed as p=<.001. This means that the more a student engaged in the cultural
discussions on MeWe, the more they did the same with the role-playing tasks on Zoom, and
vice versa. In line with this, the correlation between the number of MeWe comments and the
number of strategies used during the role-plays showed a statistically significant correlation as
p=0.008. This means that those students who participated more actively in the cultural
discussions were also more prolific when apologising. Finally, a statistically significant
correlation between the number of Zoom sessions and the number of sessions dealing with
cultural topics was also found as p=<.001. This is especially relevant as those cultural topics
were brought up in conversation spontaneously by students from both sides. Chun (2011) was
the only similar previous study found. In her research, the students who showed L2 pragmatic
abilities were the same who also demonstrated ICC and who discussed political and cultural
topics. Therefore, the findings of the present study corroborate those by Chun (2011).

Regarding the second objective, telecollaboration has proved to be an adequate environment
for the development of language learners’ intercultural/global citizenship. The first principle of
EIC (Byram, 2008, pp. 186-187) states that the ‘intercultural experience takes place when
people from different social groups with different values, beliefs and behaviours (cultures)
meet’. In this sense, telecollaboration is a cost-effective way to meet culturally and
geographically distant people, and it helps to overcome geographical and economic barriers.
The second principle — ‘being “intercultural” involves analysis and reflection about intercultural
experience and acting on that reflection’ — was also met as the students reflected on what they
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had learnt and how they felt when they co-created the final product. This can be illustrated
through the final slide of the students’ presentations in Figure 1, Figure 2, and Figure 3 below.

Figure 1. Last slide of one of the groups from the first telecollaboration project (all text is
verbatim)
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Figure 2. Last slide of one of the groups from the second telecollaboration project
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Figure 3. Last slide of one of the groups from the third telecollaboration project
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The third principle of EIC states as follows: ‘intercultural citizenship experience takes place
when people of different social groups and cultures engage in social and political activity.” This
was achieved since students discussed sensitive topics such as the independence of Catalonia,
immigration, and political borders (i.e., Mexico/US vs. Spain/Africa) on MeWe. Furthermore,
as previously mentioned, cultural topics were brought up in conversation spontaneously. Those
topics included general aspects (e.g., sense of culture, differences among countries, etc.)
(24.82%), sensitive topics (e.g. Spanish civil war, World War I, etc.) (15.67%), festivities and
traditions (13.87%), education systems/university life (13.14%), food/timetables to eat
(10.95%), languages (9.49%), while other subcategories were also identified (e.g. notions of
family). As previously mentioned, controversial issues were dealt with spontaneously, which
reinforces the idea that sensitive topics should not be avoided in telecollaboration projects as it
could hinder the intercultural experience (Godwin-Jones, 2019). Notwithstanding, cultural
differences should always be taken into account since certain taboo topics cannot be discussed
in some countries under any circumstances. For this reason, a robust ethical framework
respecting differences should be followed.

According to the fourth principle, EIC involves:

Causing/facilitating intercultural citizenship experience, and analysis and reflection on
it and on the possibility of further social and/or political activity— i.e., activity which
involves working with others to achieve an agreed end; creating learning/change in the
individual: cognitive, attitudinal, behavioural change; change in self-perception;
change in relationships with Others (i.e., people of a different social group); change
that is based in the particular but is related to the universal. (Byram, 2008, p. 187)

Learners critically reflected on the intercultural experience through the co-creation of a final
product, as it can be observed from Figure 1, Figure 2, and Figure 3 above. The telecollaboration
project also appeared to provide a transformational learning experience for the students and
also affected their relationship with their partners, as illustrated by the results obtained from the
final project survey (see Figure 4 below).

Figure 4. Results from the final project survey
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I have learnt something about my partner's culture

We practiced both languages in the Zoom sessions

| had technical problems with my computer or the connection during
the online sessions

When | came across communication problems with my partner, we
solved them

| had communication problems with my partner

| met once a week with my partner

| had problems trying to arrange a meeting with my partner

| felt at ease with my partner

I found Zoom difficult to use

| found the MeWe platform difficult to use

| think the cultural topics discussed on MeWe were interesting
| found the MeWe discussions useful

| found the Zoom sessions useful

In general, | found the project useful

On a 5-point scale, where 1 was completely disagree and 5 was completely agree, the average
response to the item I have learnt something about my partner’s culture was 4.56 (Standard
Deviation = 0.70). Moreover, most of the students were able to overcome communication
problems with their partners, as the average response is 4.33 (SD = 0.82). This is in line with
the responses obtained to the item / felt at ease with my partner, since the mean is 4.36 (SD =
0.74). This is especially relevant as one of the characteristics of the intercultural speaker is the
ability to establish and maintain relationships with people from other cultures (Byram, 1997,
2021).

4. Conclusions

Despite the small sample size, this study has demonstrated how pragmatic competence and ICC
are intertwined and how they can be developed through telecollaboration. Also, following
Byram’s (2008) principles of EIC, it has demonstrated that telecollaboration is a suitable
approach for the development of language learners’ intercultural/global citizenship. As claimed
by Trape (2020, p. 154), through telecollaboration ‘young people are empowered to actively
reflect on their role in a democratic society as active contributors: that is, as intercultural and
global citizens’.
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Appendix 1 — final project survey

1) In general, | found the project useful.

1 2 3 4 5

Completely disagree Completely agree

2) | found the Zoom sessions useful.

1 2 3 4 5

Completely disagree Completely agree

3) | found the MeWe discussions useful.

1 2 3 4 5

Completely disagree Completely agree

4) 1 think the cultural topics discussed on MeWe were interesting.
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1

5

Completely disagree

Completely agree

5) | found the MeWe platform difficult to use.

1 3 5
Completely disagree Completely agree
6) 1 found Zoom difficult to use.
1 3 5
Completely disagree Completely agree
7) | felt at ease with my partner.
1 3 5

Completely disagree

Completely agree

8) I had problems trying to arrange a meeting with my partner.

1 3 5
Completely disagree Completely agree
9) | met once a week with my partner.
1 3 5

Completely disagree

Completely agree

10) When | came across communication problems with my partner, we solved them.
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1 2 3 4 5

Completely disagree Completely agree

11) 1 had technical problems with my computer or the connection during the online
sessions.

1 2 3 4 5

Completely disagree Completely agree

12) We practiced both languages in the Zoom sessions.

1 2 3 4 5

Completely disagree Completely agree

13) I have learnt something about my partner's culture.

1 2 3 4 5

Completely disagree Completely agree

14) Would you like to keep on meeting with your partner after the end of the project?

e Yes
e No
e Maybe

15) Do you have any comments or suggestions?
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