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Abstract 
 
This mixed-methods study investigates the use of a self-access, online cultural module and 
telecollaborative discussions between US students and Japanese cultural informants to develop 
language learners’ intercultural sensitivity. The language resource center staff at a large, 
southeastern university in the US developed and administered the module, based on Japanese 
pop culture and designed according to Merrill’s First Principles of Instruction, to engage students 
in an exploration of kawaii, manga, anime, geinōkai, and jeipoppu through direct instruction and 
exploration of authentic cultural materials. The participants (N = 83) were university students 
from beginning Japanese language and culture courses in the US. Discourse analyses and paired 
sample t-tests of the students’ cultural and world viewpoint statements revealed statistically 
significant growth in intercultural sensitivity after completing the self-access module and 
telecollaborative exchanges. The qualitative data show that students appreciated the focus on pop 
culture, the ability to access the module anytime, anyplace, and the direct contact with target 
cultural informants. The article concludes with a discussion of practical implications and 
suggestions for future research. 
 
本混合研究では、オンラインのセルフアクセス・⽂化モジュールの使⽤と⽶国の学⽣と
⽇本の⽂化情報提供者間のテレコラボレーションのディスカッションにおける⾔語学習
者の異⽂化間感受性の発達を調査する。直接的な指導とオーセンティックな⽂化資料を
通じて、学⽣がカワイイ⽂化をはじめ、マンガやアニメ、芸能界、Jポップに親しみ理
解を深めることを⽬的に、アメリカ南東部の⼤規模⼤学の語学リソースセンターのスタ
ッフが、⽇本のポップ カルチャーを基にMerrillの「インストラクションの第⼀原理」
を参考にデザインされたモジュールを開発、運営した。調査対象 (n = 83) はアメリカ
の⼤学の初級⽇本語と⽇本⽂化学習者である。学⽣の⽂化的および世界的視点の発⾔の
談話分析と、対応のあるt検定を⾏った結果、セルフアクセス・モジュールとテレコラ
ボレーションの交流を完了した後、異⽂化間感受性が統計的に著しく増加したことが明
らかになった。ポップ カルチャーに焦点を当てていることや、いつでもどこでもモジ
ュールにアクセスできること、そして対象となる⽂化情報提供者と直接コンタクトでき
ることを学⽣が⾼く評価しているということを、定性データが⽰している。本稿の結論
では、実践的な意義を議論し今後の研究課題を提案する。 
 
Keywords: culture instruction, intercultural sensitivity, international education, Japanese pop 
culture 
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In recent years, the heightened focus on campus internationalization and global 

engagement initiatives in higher education (Brajkovic & Helms, 2018) highlights the need to 

develop learners’ intercultural skills through their learning experiences inside and outside the 

classroom. University faculty, especially in language education, have responded by designing 

and implementing a wide range of learning activities that encourage global exploration, self-

reflection, and communication between learners and native speakers of the target language. 

Much of this work takes place within the walls of the classroom. However, self-access language 

centers, drawing from the expanding nature and widespread availability of web-based 

technologies, are experimenting with online tools to deliver language and cultural learning 

experiences via self-access outside of the traditional classroom (Terantino, 2017).  

As Kessler (2018) notes, more recent technologies allow learners to “communicate with 

others in authentic and compelling linguistically and culturally contextualized domains” (p. 205), 

often without the guidance of an instructor. Thus far, examples of technology-based, self-access 

materials include discussion boards (Garrett-Rucks, 2013), simulations (Sydorenko et al., 2020), 

online cultural modules (Terantino, 2017), virtual reality (Chateau et al., 2019), and various 

forms of telecollaboration (O’Dowd, 2016). Research documenting the impact of self-access 

materials on language learners’ intercultural sensitivity has been limited but demonstrates that 

students may experience moderate gains in intercultural sensitivity as a result of their 

participation (Terantino, 2017).  

Building on such work that attempts to enhance language students’ appreciation of other 

cultures and their ability to function effectively during intercultural or cross-cultural encounters, 

this study documents the use of an online, self-access module and telecollaborative discussions 

with native speakers to develop language learners’ intercultural sensitivity. The study draws on 

Bennett’s (1993) model for intercultural sensitivity as a theoretical framework and adopts 

Garrett-Rucks’ (2013) research methods for assessment, which enables categorizing the level of 

intercultural sensitivity as identified in language learners’ worldview and cultural viewpoint 

statements. The study addresses the following questions: 

1. To what extent do students demonstrate increases in intercultural sensitivity after 

completing a self-access module consisting of telecollaborative exchanges with native 

speakers? 
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2. What are the emerging characteristics of the students’ perceptions related to 

completing a self-access module consisting of telecollaborative exchanges with native 

speakers?  

 

Literature Review 

Developing Language Learners’ Intercultural Sensitivity 

Cultural instruction is a vital component of language learning (Gandana, 2015). Yet, 

traditionally within language education it has focused more on surface or fact-based knowledge. 

The increasing focus on global or intercultural competence in language learning in recent years 

(Porto et al., 2018) has prompted a shift toward the development of intercultural knowledge and 

skills, those needed to successfully navigate interactions with native speakers. An important 

component of this approach is the development of intercultural sensitivity, which allows learners 

to have more complex personal experiences of otherness (Bennett, 1993). More simply put, 

individuals with intercultural sensitivity are capable of exhibiting empathy for others from 

diverse cultural and linguistic backgrounds. Without intercultural sensitivity, they are only able 

to “access…their own cultural worldview” (Bennett, 2004, p. 74), leaving them with a general 

lack of understanding of others. The cultural worldview, as Bennett (1993) describes, is an 

integral component of the Developmental Model of Intercultural Sensitivity, which serves as the 

basis for data analysis in this research. Table 1 provides an overview of the model, which 

consists of six stages, ranging from denial to integration. Stages one to three correspond to an 

ethnocentric perspective in which one evaluates cultural differences through the lens of their own 

culture. Stages four to six relate to an ethnorelative perspective in which one has more 

appreciation for other cultures.  

Research clearly establishes the positive impact that providing opportunities for language 

learners to engage with cultural informants has on developing their intercultural sensitivity. For 

example, traditional approaches to achieve this have included study abroad experiences (Lee & 

Song, 2019), guest speakers (Albirini, 2009), interviews (Hoyt, 2012; Lee, 2012), and other 

forms of face-to-face interactions. Collectively, these studies demonstrate the value of exposing 

language learners to cultural informants in contexts that encourage them to explore the other 

culture and themselves. While openly engaging in discussion with cultural informants, the 

students consistently experience shifts in their way of thinking about other cultures.  
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Table 1 

Overview of the Developmental Model of Intercultural Sensitivity from Bennett (1993) 

 

Stages Bennett’s (1993) descriptions 

Stage 1- Denial Unaware of the existence of cultural differences. 
 

Stage 2- Defense Acknowledge cultural differences but feel threatened by them.  

Stage 3- Minimization Minimize cultural differences in order to protect one’s own cultural 
identity.  

Stage 4- Acceptance Recognize and value cultural differences without judging them as 
positive or negative.  

Stage 5- Adaptation Adapt cognitively and behaviorally to cultural differences. Operate 
successfully within another culture.  

Stage 6- Integration Interact comfortably with a variety of cultures. Integration of 
cultural awareness into everyday interactions.  

 

Others have employed a variety of technologies to achieve comparable outcomes without 

requiring physical, face-to-face interactions. Hagley (2020), for example, conducted virtual 

exchanges between language students and native speakers of the target language over two years, 

and this work resulted in improvements in intercultural sensitivity and increased motivation to 

continue learning the language. Similarly, Chateau et al. (2019) report on the use of virtual 

reality environments to engage language learners in collaborations and explorations of culturally 

relevant spaces. Their research indicates that virtual reality, even with its practical and 

pedagogical flaws, serves to enhance students’ cultural awareness through self-guided 

exploration of simulated experiences.  

Self-Access Learning Materials 

For the purpose of providing access to supplemental materials and fostering language 

learner autonomy, self-access language learning centers (SALLCs) have traditionally been a 

physical space within colleges and universities that provide students with opportunities to engage 

in “language learning that takes place outside a formal language classroom with some kind of 

support” (Mynard & Shelton-Strong, 2022, p. 2). As Gardner and Miller (1999) note, “[t]he 

primary role of the learning resource centre is to provide learners with as wide a range of 
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materials as possible” (p. 54). Such materials typically include but are not limited to tutors, print 

materials, videos, work and meeting spaces, events and activities, and access to technology—

software or hardware. Since the advent of mobile technologies and the widespread use of the 

Internet, most SALLCs appear to offer self-access to language learning via Internet-based 

resources (Lázaro & Reinders, 2006).  

A chief example of this type of resource are standalone learning modules, whether 

created by private companies, such as Duolingo or Babbel, or created by university faculty and 

staff themselves. Terantino (2017) examines the use of an online cultural module created by 

faculty, similar to the one presented in the study here, to provide access to explicit cultural 

instruction outside of the classroom. Through the use of the self-access module, Terantino notes 

that the students experienced moderate gains in intercultural sensitivity, most likely attributed to 

the self-guided exploration of cultural materials and the inclusion of the insider’s perspective of 

the cultural informants, which constituted a significant component of the module. Lastly, it is 

this research which calls for the inclusion of increased interaction with cultural informants that 

prompts the study here.  

Another resource commonly provided by self-access language centers is the opportunity 

to telecollaborate with native speakers of the language, or what this article refers to as cultural 

informants. The distinction is that the term native speakers references the participant’s role in 

supporting language learning, while cultural informant highlights the person’s role in supporting 

the development of cultural knowledge and skills. In this capacity, as O’Dowd (2016) describes, 

“intercultural dialogue is at the center of learning in telecollaboration, which is based on student-

centered, collaborative approaches to learning where knowledge and understanding are 

constructed through interaction and negotiation” (p. 292). This type of telecollaboration supports 

the development of intercultural sensitivity for language learners. In fact, research conducted by 

Lee and Song (2019) investigates the impact of telecollaboration on intercultural competence. 

Their results indicate that students engaging in telecollaboration, via videoconferencing and 

audio/text messaging, experience more improvement in intercultural competence than those who 

simply participate in classroom language learning. This finding serves to reinforce the call for 

more student interaction with cultural informants outside of the classroom.  
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Methods 

Context and Participants 

This mixed-methods study involved an investigation of a self-access cultural module 

implemented during an annual country study initiative at a large, southeastern university in the 

US. The annual country study, a longtime tradition at the university, promotes intensive study of 

a pre-determined country throughout the course of a year in an effort to internationalize the 

campus and curriculum. As a result of the annual initiative, faculty members often design and 

implement new courses and curricula in various academic disciplines according to the country 

identified. The institution’s language resource center, including its director and participating 

Japanese faculty, designed the self-access, cultural module under investigation here as part of the 

Year of Japan program.  

The participants for the study were 83 university students enrolled in a beginning, 

Japanese Language and Culture course. Many of the students were majors or minors in Asian 

Studies, International Affairs, International Business, or Japanese; however, students from other 

majors and minors participated, including English, History, Political Affairs, and Sociology. The 

participants, consisting of students in their 20s at the time of the study, represented a mix of 

racial and ethnic backgrounds: Caucasian (n = 43), Asian American (n = 21), African American 

(n = 13), and Latin American (n = 6). In addition, the cultural informants were six exchange 

students from Japan who were enrolled at the same university in which the study took place. The 

language resource center, which led the design of the cultural module, hired and paid the 

students to serve as cultural informants for the participants who desired to engage in cross-

cultural discussions around Japanese pop culture. Each Japanese cultural informant was in their 

early 20s at the time of the study.  

Overview of the Self-Access Module and Telecollaborations 

The self-access cultural module, “Exploring Japanese Pop Culture,” was a standalone 

component of the course, designed to engage students in a critical evaluation of Japanese pop 

culture, and was completed outside of class time. Completing the online module was a required, 

non-graded component of the course, and students accessed the module via a hyperlink provided 

by email from their instructor. The module utilized multimedia to introduce the student 

participants to various artifacts from Japanese pop culture and included a series of 

telecollaborative discussions with native Japanese students. Students navigated the non-linear 
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module through a self-guided approach in which they controlled the amount of time spent on 

each component. The module encouraged participants to explore and reflect on their knowledge 

of Japanese pop culture and ability to interact successfully with native Japanese. Popular culture 

has a tremendous influence on university-aged students in the US, and Japanese pop culture in 

particular contributes to popularizing Japanese and motivating students to learn the language 

(Armour & Iida, 2016; Condry, 2013; Fukunaga, 2006). The presentation of artifacts and 

perspectives relating to Japanese pop culture in this self-access module targeted the following six 

themes:  

1. Kawaii- is a Japanese term which means “cute,” which is a quality highly valued in 

Japanese society and particularly in Japanese pop culture (Nittono, 2016). It also 

refers to the increasing use of small, childish mascots to represent individual 

enterprises such as schools, community offices, and businesses. 

2. Manga- are generally understood to be comics; however, in Japanese society these 

comic-based stories take on an important role in daily culture (Prough, 2010).  

3. Anime- refers to animated cartoons with extremely detailed designs. These are often 

used to tell stories derived from manga. 

4. Geinōkai- refers to Japanese entertainment including television shows and movies.  

5. Japanese street fashion- originates from the social networks and street subcultures 

within various Japanese communities. This type of fashion is distinctive and self-

expressive (Kawamura, 2006). 

6. Jeipoppu- is Japanese pop music, J-pop.  

The module comprised 28 interactive pages as depicted in Table 2, which also identifies how 

each component corresponds with the First Principles of Instruction (Merrill, 2002), a guide for 

designing task-based online learning activities: activation of prior experience, demonstration of 

skills, application of skills, and integration of these skills into real-world activities.  

Building on the practical implications of previous intercultural sensitivity development 

research, which suggest including more experiential activities that offer “opportunities for 

interacting with native speakers of the target culture” (Terantino, 2017, p. 89), the design team 

embedded options for telecollaborative exchanges, via synchronous discussion or 

videoconferencing, with Japanese international students and faculty at the university. Invitations 

to participate in these optional telecollaborative exchanges appeared for the students after they  
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Table 2 

Overview of Self-Access Module Content 

 

Page Content First principle 

of instruction 

1 Title page  

2 Technical requirements  

3 Introduction to the module Activation 

4 Purpose of the module Activation 

5 Learning objectives Activation 

6 Defining cultural and world viewpoints  Activation 

7 Assessment of prior knowledge related to Japanese pop 

culture 

Activation 

8-9 Defining pop culture Demonstration 

10-13 Presentation of kawaii  Demonstration 

14 Reflection prompt: How do you feel about the importance of 

kawaii in Japanese pop culture? 

Activation 

 Telecollaboration with Japanese cultural informant Integration 

15-19 Presentation of manga and anime Demonstration 

20 Reflection prompt: What is the significance of manga and 

anime to the Japanese people? 

Activation 

 Telecollaboration with Japanese cultural informant Integration 

21-24 Presentation of geinōkai and jeipoppu (J-pop) Demonstration 

25 Reflection prompt: How do you feel about Japanese 

entertainment? Does it appeal to you? 

Activation 

 Telecollaboration with Japanese cultural informant Integration 

26 Redefining cultural and world viewpoints Application 

27 Finishing up  

28 Note of completion  
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completed a section corresponding to specific elements of Japanese pop culture as seen in Table 

2. The invitations, including instructions for how to initiate the exchange, appear on pages 14, 

20, and 25, and coincide with reflective prompts designed to encourage the students to critically 

reflect on the material.  

Data Collection  

To assist with data triangulation, this mixed-methods study collected data in-module, via 

a background survey, student reflective statements, and cultural and world viewpoint statements, 

and through focus groups with the participants. The background survey gathered students’ 

demographic information. In addition, the module prompted students to provide critical 

reflection on culture in broad terms and more specifically in relation to Japanese pop culture. It 

also required students to define their worldview and cultural viewpoints of Japanese pop culture 

before and after completing the module, which served as the data points for analyzing 

development of intercultural sensitivity, using the following prompts:  

1. Write a statement about how you view the world and its array of cultures (cultural 

worldview). 

2. Write a statement in which you define what you think of Japanese pop culture based 

on what you know before completing this module (cultural viewpoint of Japanese pop 

culture). 

The researcher invited the participants to participate in a focus group after completing the online 

module. The focus group protocol consisted of open-ended questions designed to further explore 

the students’ participation and perception of the self-access module and telecollaborative 

exchanges. The researcher conducted two separate focus groups for participant convenience and 

accessibility, and recorded each focus group, which lasted approximately 60 minutes. A 

transcription service transcribed the audio files, and the researcher verified the transcription.  

Data Analysis 

 Data analysis for this research drew heavily from the work of Garrett-Rucks (2013) and 

Terantino (2017), which apply Bennett’s (1993) Developmental Model of Intercultural 

Sensitivity to categorize language learners’ reflective comments into one of six stages: 1- denial, 

2- defense, 3- minimization, 4- acceptance, 5- adaptation, or 6- integration (see Table 1). 

Specifically, the researcher and a graduate student who served as a co-rater utilized discourse 

analysis methods to review and categorize the participants’ cultural worldview and cultural 
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viewpoints of Japanese pop culture to determine the level of intercultural sensitivity. The 

researcher and the co-rater discussed any discrepancies between the scores assigned to reach 

100% agreement. When confronted with individual cultural viewpoint statements containing 

contradictory elements, the researcher and co-rater assigned an average of two scores. Paired 

sample t-tests were conducted to determine the extent to which any changes in the participants’ 

intercultural sensitivity scores were statistically significant. With regard to the focus groups, the 

researcher applied the constant comparison method (Glaser & Strauss, 2017) to code the 

transcripts and identify any emerging themes related to participants’ perceptions of the self-

access module and telecollaborative exchanges.  

 

Results 

Pre-Module Statements 

The students contributed 172 individual worldview and Japanese cultural viewpoint 

statements prior to completing the self-access module. Each statement ranged from 16 to 118 

words and from one to five sentences. The researcher and co-rater reviewed and scored the 

statements by number according to the stages of intercultural sensitivity. Table 3 provides an 

overview for the scoring results from the pre-module statements and categorizes them as 

ethnocentric or ethnorelative according to the stage of intercultural sensitivity identified by the 

researcher. The descriptions of worldview offered by the participants consisted of 39 

ethnocentric statements (29 minimization and 10 defense) and 44 ethnorelative statements (35 

acceptance and 9 adaptation). In addition, the pre-module responses related to the cultural 

viewpoint of Japanese pop culture consisted of 47 ethnocentric statements (41 minimization and 

6 defense) and 36 ethnorelative statements (33 acceptance and 3 adaptation). More pre-module, 

cultural viewpoint statements related to Japanese pop culture were classified as ethnocentric (47) 

than were the worldview statements (39). None of the pre-module statements aligned with the 

denial or integration stages on the scale.  

Many of the pre-module, ethnocentric worldview statements pertained to the defense and 

minimization stages. The defense statements accounted for 12% of the overall statements 

documented and included strong elements of “us” versus “them” from a global standpoint, such 

as the example below: 
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Table 3 

Pre-Module Ethnocentric and Ethnorelative Scoring 

 

 I feel the world is:  I think Japanese pop culture is:  

Ethnocentric 

1 - Denial 

2 - Defense 

3 - Minimization 

Total 

 

0 (0%) 

10 (12%) 

29 (35%) 

39 (47%) 

 

0 (0%) 

6 (7.2%) 

41 49.4%) 

47 (56.6%) 

Ethnorelative 

4 - Acceptance 

5 - Adaptation 

6 - Integration 

Total 

 

35 (42.1%) 

9 (10.8%) 

0 (0%) 

44 (53%) 

 

33 (40%) 

3 (3.6%) 

0 (%) 

36 (43.4%) 

 

I feel the world is…an extremely chaotic place right now. Our values are slowly eroding 

due to pressure from other people, and our country isn’t doing enough to stand up for 

ourselves or do what is best for us.  

The minimization statements, 35% of the overall pre-module statements, minimized the role of 

differences among world cultures. The following statement exemplifies this tendency to exalt 

similarities while downplaying the importance of cultural incongruities:  

I feel the world is…groups of like-minded people across many different countries. We 

have a lot in common, but people spend too much time worrying about what makes us 

different.  

Similarly, the ethnocentric statements regarding Japanese pop culture also tended to minimize 

the differences between the cultures of the United States and Japan:  

I think Japanese pop culture is…a lot like pop culture in the US. They are not really 

different at all, just from different countries. They both have famous groups and singers. 

They both are the driving force behind current trends in social media, fashion, music, tv, 

etc. That’s what makes it pop culture. 
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The ethnorelative worldview statements, 53% of the statements collected, aligned predominantly 

with the acceptance stage. These statements appear to regard other cultures and their perspectives 

as valuable, as a means of contributing to the world. They also express interest in learning about 

other cultures, as in the following example: 

I feel the world is…full of different people and cultures that add value to each other. I try 

to learn as much as I can about other people and their culture, because it shapes who I 

am. It helps make me a better person.  

Eleven percent of the pre-module, ethnorelative statements consisted of elements related to 

adaptation, including an expression of sensitivity or openness toward world cultures. Last, the 

participants’ cultural viewpoints of Japanese pop culture, 43% of the statements collected, tended 

towards the acceptance stage with distinct elements of respect for how culture manifests in 

society. The example below illustrates this and the students’ curiosity to learn more about the 

culture, an important component of adaptation: 

I think Japanese pop culture is…interesting, fascinating really. The Japanese have  

a different type of society, a different way of living, and I think this can be seen  

through their pop culture. Their pop culture also makes me want to learn more  

about the people and the language because it draws you in.  

Post-Module Statements 

The students contributed 172 individual post-module statements related to worldview and 

cultural viewpoint of Japanese pop culture. Each statement ranged from 12 to 121 words and 

from one to seven sentences. Table 4 provides an overview for the scoring results from the post-

module statements. The post-module responses related to worldview consisted of 28 ethnocentric 

statements (27 minimization and 1 defense) and 55 ethnorelative statements (35 acceptance and 

9 adaptation), which accounted for 66% of the statements collected. In addition, the responses 

related to the cultural viewpoint of Japanese pop culture consisted of 25 ethnocentric statements 

(22 minimization and 3 defense) and 58 ethnorelative statements (43 acceptance, 11 adaptation, 

and 3 integration), 70% of the statements collected.  
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Table 4 

Overview of Post-Module Ethnocentric and Ethnorelative Scoring  

 

 I feel the world is:  I think Japanese pop culture is:  

Ethnocentric 

1 - Denial 

2 - Defense 

3 - Minimization 

Total 

 

0 (0%) 

1 (1.2%) 

27 (32.5%) 

28 (33.7%) 

 

0 (0%) 

3 (3.6%) 

22 (26.5%) 

25 (30.1%) 

Ethnorelative 

4 - Acceptance 

5 - Adaptation 

6 - Integration 

Total 

 

45 (54.2%) 

10 (12%) 

0 (0%) 

55 (66.3%) 

 

43 (51.8%) 

11 (13.3%) 

4 (4.8%) 

58 (70%) 

 

While compared with the pre-module responses, the participants’ post-module statements 

revealed similar elements of intercultural sensitivity according to their placement on the coding 

scale, there was a collective shift from ethnocentric to more ethnorelative statements from the 

participants after completing the self-access module. This shift was most noticeable in the 

participants’ cultural viewpoints of Japanese pop culture, increasing from 43% ethnorelative to 

70% ethnorelative in the post-module statements. Another notable finding is the categorization 

of four statements in the integration stage, the highest stage on the scale. In these statements, the 

participants incorporated elements of Japanese pop culture into their own perspectives and 

actions. One participant described how she attempted to expand her way of thinking and doing 

after completing the module:  

I think Japanese pop culture is…something that I understand and appreciate better  

now. After learning more about this in the online module, I went to an anime event, and I 

was able to learn basic techniques from Japanese students.  
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Development in Intercultural Sensitivity  

The researcher conducted two paired sample t-tests with the coded data to determine 

differences between pre-module and post-module statements for cultural worldview and cultural 

viewpoint of Japanese pop culture. First, with regard to cultural worldview, results of the paired 

t-test indicated there was a statistically significant difference between the pre-module scores (M 

= 3.66, SD = 0.88) and the post-module scores (M = 3.99, SD = 0.65); t(82) = 3.47, p < .001. 

The observed effect size d is small (.038), indicating the magnitude of the difference is small. 

Second, when comparing the statements for cultural viewpoint of Japanese pop culture, there 

was also a significant difference between the pre-module scores (M = 3.53, SD = 0.64) and the 

post-module scores (M = 4.07, SD = 0.80); t(82) = 5.13, p < .001. The observed effect size d is 

medium (0.56), indicating the magnitude of the difference is medium. The findings of significant 

difference between the pre-module and post-module statements highlight the participants’ 

growth in intercultural sensitivity after completing the self-access module. This growth also 

coincided with a moderate transition from ethnocentric statements to ethnorelative statements.  

Student Perceptions of the Self-Access Module and Telecollaborations 

The qualitative analysis of this study, including a review of the focus group transcripts, 

revealed that students had favorable perceptions of the self-access module. In particular, the 

students appreciated the focus on Japanese pop culture. One student described this, “I really 

loved that we were learning about pop culture. Usually, in our classes, we only talk or learn 

about culture from a historical perspective.” Others explained how this emphasis on “modern 

culture” made the module “more interesting and relevant to college students.” Another strength 

of the self-access module, as the students described, was being able to access the materials 

anytime and anyplace. Although computer workstations were available in the language resource 

center for the students to utilize, the majority worked through the module in other locations and 

utilizing their own devices. Several students referred to the “convenience” of accessing the 

module online, and one described how she “would not have been able to go into the resource 

center, so this module made the experience possible for me.”  

Perhaps the most widely discussed component of the students’ perceptions of the module 

was the opportunity for telecollaborations with Japanese cultural informants. Most participants 

indicated the telecollaborative exchanges were “beneficial” and “insightful.” One student 

described that “[t]he chance to talk and chat or text with a native Japanese person or student was 
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the most valuable part of this experience.” Another participant explained why: “I really 

appreciated talking with the international student because it let me talk through some of the 

culture presented in the module, things that I didn’t understand or things that I wanted to know 

more about.” The students frequently referred to “hearing the insider’s perspective” as a means 

of processing new cultural information related to Japanese pop culture.  

 

Discussion 

This study examined the use of a self-access, online cultural module and telecollaborative 

discussions with target cultural informants to develop language learners’ intercultural sensitivity. 

As the findings indicate, the student participants experienced slight to moderate statistically 

significant growth in intercultural sensitivity as evidenced by in-module worldview and cultural 

viewpoint statements. Also, after completing the self-access module, the participants shifted 

from ethnocentric statements to more ethnorelative statements, indicating a tendency to accept 

the importance of cultural differences and adapt their own perspective to account for such 

differences (Bennett, 2004). Students attributed this shift to the relevance of pop culture to 

motivate their learning and the direct connection with the cultural informants. These findings 

alone do not compel widespread use of self-access modules for developing language learners’ 

intercultural sensitivity; however, they should prompt others to experiment with supplementing 

in-class learning with out-of-class, self-access materials. 

In particular, the qualitative results reveal the students’ perceived value of cultural 

learning through online, self-access materials and the ease and convenience afforded by such 

materials. As a result, language resource centers may want to focus more on developing their 

own self-access materials. An important consideration for future implementation of online, self-

access modules is the use of telecollaborative exchanges. Much research, including this study, 

documents the positive impact of telecollaborations with cultural informants (Lee & Song, 2019; 

O’Dowd, 2016). Having interacted directly with cultural informants may benefit students as they 

decide to continue with language and culture studies. 

 

Conclusion 

Findings of this study indicate that a self-access, cultural module and telecollaborations 

with target cultural informants have the potential to enhance language learners’ intercultural 
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sensitivity outside of the classroom environment. The participants appreciated the convenience 

of accessing and completing the self-access module and reported their appreciation of its focus 

on pop culture through self-guided exploration. These findings highlight the importance of 

incorporating relevant and meaningful topics when addressing cultural instruction. Similarly, 

including telecollaborations with native speakers’ perspectives of the target culture offers a 

valuable means of exposing students to the worldview and cultural viewpoint of others. 

Results of this study also reveal practical implications and directions for future research. 

First, when considering the implementation of online modules, it is important to consider the 

differences between using pre-packaged materials readily available online, such as 

CulturaGo.com or JapanesePod101.com, and custom-making such materials to cater to the 

students. Customizing the learning experience appears to resonate with the students as more 

relevant and interesting, especially when including direct connections with cultural informants. 

Second, along this line, faculty should strike a balance between addressing culture from a 

historical perspective and a contemporary perspective. This distinction appears to matter to the 

students, because many perceive modern-day culture to be more interesting and relevant to their 

daily lives. With future research in mind, documenting the discussions that take place in the 

telecollaborative exchanges would offer useful insight into the thought processes of the students 

as they attempt to explore and reconcile new cultural information.  

Lastly, this study does have some limitations. Based on the nature of the specific context 

of the university and student participants involved with this study, the results may not be 

generalizable to other contexts. For example, this study took place in a large, public, southeastern 

university within the US. Educators and students from smaller or private institutions from other 

geographic areas or countries may have different expectations for how to address culture within 

self-access materials. Researchers should consider any differences between contexts when 

attempting to connect the results to other institutions. Likewise, the content of the self-access 

module, Japanese pop culture, may have yielded results that would be dissimilar to other content 

choices.  
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