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This research project involved several online intercultural exchanges
between Japanese, Chinese, Indonesian, and Malaysian students. The methodology evolved from my
previous 4-year KAKEN project using English as a lingua franca, which involved students 1) posing
research questions about indigenous (emic) cultural concepts, 2) attempting to understand the
concepts through academic readings and discussion, 3) writing academic papers about them and making
animations about them for a website (https://interculturalwordsensei.org/), and 4) reflecting on the

intercultural exchanges. Emic cultural concepts are native or indigenous to cultures and are
difficult translate and understand in other cultural contexts. For example, in Japanese: wa, honne
/ tatemae, and amae. Most of the students were able to successfully improve their English research
skills by discussing these concepts with their international counterparts and reported some degree
of transcultural understanding.
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1.

Virtual online intercultural exchanges involve using online tools and applications such as Zoom
for students to communicate from anywhere with an Internet connection and a suitable el ectronic
device. Such exchanges are more cost-effective than study abroad programs and often more
feasible than face-to-face international class collaboration. In many cases, such exchangesinvolve
discussions of differences related to objective aspects of culture, such as food, customs, clothing,
manners, architecture, and non-verbal communication behaviors, which can be superficial. Also,
the focus can be on language exchanges; for example, an English classfor Japanese students might
have avirtual online exchange with aJapanese classfor US American students. Thisreport outlines
the purpose, methods, and results of a series of virtual online exchanges occurring over four years.
The exchanges added to the literature insofar as 1) they were theoretically rooted in cultural
linguistics, 2) elements of subjective culture were discussed (i.e., such as values and beliefs), 3) a
principle-based pedagogy guided the methodology, 4) a systematic method was developed to
achieve the goal of “transcultural understanding,” and 5) a theoretical intercultural competence
framework was induced from observations during the exchanges.

In summary, these virtual online intercultural exchanges were conducted scientifically. It is
essential to note that this four-year project began before the COVID-19 pandemic to develop
international university ties, particularly in Indonesia. Once the pandemic occurred, however, on-
site visits had to be postponed, but the project could carry on. The online exchanges could also be
conducted at Kyoto University, where classes were held via Zoom during the pandemic. Indeed,
the methodology of this project was timely.

This research project involved online intercultural exchanges between Japanese, Chinese,
Indonesian, and Malaysian students. The methods followed the principles of the inclusive
practitioner research pedagogy of Exploratory Practice (Hanks and Allwright, 2009), through
which students worked with teachers, collaborating in teams. The goal was to understand
indigenous psychology (emic) concepts in Chinese, Malay, Indonesian (Javanese and Balinese),
and Japanese practitioner-research teams by reading academic publications and having discussions
in English (as a lingua franca). Then, the students reflected on the intercultural exchanges. A
methodological pedagogical process was established over the years (Figure 1; Dalsky and Su,
2024), which led to the construction of a novel theoretica framework of “Cultural Concept
Intercultural Competence” (Figure 2; Yang and Dalsky, under review).
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Figure 1. Conceptualization of the Virtual Intercultural Understanding Pedagogy

The method of the virtual intercultural exchanges engaged around the principles of Exploratory
Practice (Allwright & Hanks, 2009):

The ‘what’ issues:
1. Focus on quality of life as the fundamental issue.
2. Work to understand it before thinking about solving problems.

The ‘who’ issues:

3. Involve everybody as practitioners developing their own understandings.
4. Work to bring people together in acommon enterprise.

5. Work cooperatively for mutual development.

The ‘how’ issues:

6. Make it a continuous enterprise.

7. Minimize the burden by integrating the work for understanding into normal pedagogic
practice.

In terms of the above principles of EP, the students “puzzled” about the indigenous
concepts after trying to understand why the concepts are difficult to translate into one another’s
languages and English. Participants were often observed enjoying conversations (EP Principle 1).
Wondering about the meaning of indigenous concepts led to understanding (EP Principle 2). The
teacher (-researcher)s facilitated the endeavor with the students (EP Principle 3). This brought
“teachers/students” together, sharing and attempting to understand indigenous (emic) cultural
concepts as a team (EP Principle 4), who worked together to develop and broaden perspectives
(EP Principle 5). Many students exchanged WhatsApp, LINE, and Instagram information and
continue to keep in touch to this day (EP Principle 6). This entire procedure is an example of
conducting “inclusive practitioner research” to gain an understanding of the effectiveness of a



“Cultural Concept Method of Transcultural Understanding” (Dalsky and Su, 2024). Students
researched the meaning of culture and the origin of their indigenous (emic) cultura concepts. They
also interviewed one another to gain insights into the intercultural understanding of the concepts
asthey struggle to understand the meanings (EP Principle 7). Finally, al participants reflected on
their experience and produced academic essays and animations related to the i ndigenous concepts,
which were uploaded to Instagram (https://www.instagram.com/intercultural_word_sensel) and a
website: https://interculturalwordsensei.org/

Many students’ reflections are reported in publications that resulted from this project (i.e., Su et
al., 2021; Dalsky et al., 2022; Dalsky and Su, 2024; Dalsky et al., in press). Here are a coupl e of
representative examples:

“I think | gained alot from the process of communicating with people from different cultural
backgrounds. It’s like a trip, where you broaden your horizons, get to know some different
indigenous psychological phenomena, cultura traditions, and see opinions from different
perspectives. And the experience aso let me know the variety inside the culture. Our
Balinese partners were two girls and they were totally different types. One of them was very
talkative and enthusiastic, which was in line with my ‘stereotype’ of Balinese’s personality,
but the other was much quieter and calmer.”

“l was so excited to join the project and expand the learning and understanding outside the
classroom. | managed to use English authentically. Moreover, | have made new friends in
real life! I didn’t imagine that someday I would have a friend from Indonesial Everything
was amazing and refreshing, and most important, this project actually had an impact on my
life and taught me that it’s possible to do something and make a difference. | redly enjoyed
this project, and | will never forget this wonderful experience! | started to think if every
student can have an opportunity to do intercultural exchange, there might be less
misunderstandings, and the world might be a better place.”

Finally, a“Cultural Concept Model of Intercultural Competence” (Figure 2) was constructed
from an inductive approach based on observations of the exchanges and students’ comments.
Thisisexplained in Yang & Dalsky (under review).
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Figure 1: A Cultural Concept Modé of Intercultural Competence
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