
David Dalsky* and Jueyun Su

A Virtual Transcultural Understanding
Pedagogy: Online Exchanges of Emic Asian
Cultural Concepts
https://doi.org/10.1515/jtc-2022-0007
Received August 16, 2022; accepted December 4, 2023; published online February 1, 2024

Abstract: This paper describes the principles and applications of a teaching/
learning/research method of a “Virtual Transcultural Understanding Pedagogy”
(VTUP) based on the conditions for prejudice reduction and the principles of Team
Learning and Exploratory Practice. The pedagogy was implemented in a Collabo-
rative Online International Learning (COIL) project involving Japanese, Malaysian,
and Chinese students enrolled in an online graduate seminar course conducted via
Zoom at a leading research university in Japan. This seminar aimed to achieve a
transcultural understanding of key emic cultural concepts through online interviews
and collaborative writing using English as a lingua franca. Reflections on the
exchanges that provide evidence for transcultural understanding are presented,
thereby supporting the VTUP method. The contributions of the unique teaching/
learning/research methodology to transcultural understanding and suggestions
for implementing this pedagogy are discussed.

Keywords: transcultural understanding; emic cultural concepts; Collaborative
Online International Learning (COIL); English as a lingua franca

1 Introduction

Virtual contact has become pervasive due to innovations in telecommunication
applications (e.g., Zoom) for computers, tablets, and smartphones. In addition, the
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closure of public institutions during the COVID-19 global pandemic led to an
increased reliance on online teaching and distance learning (UNESCO et al., 2021;
Zhou et al., 2022).

The current approaches to intercultural communication teaching generally
strongly emphasize the “inter” aspect of communication, underscoring the interac-
tion between distinct cultures. However, it can be challenging to pinpoint precisely
which cultures’ participants find themselves between since named languages and
cultures may no longer be taken for granted as static entities (Baker & Sangiamchit,
2019). Besides, this can lead to overlooking individual variations within cultural
groups and perpetuating biases. The intricate and transformative nature of lan-
guages and cultures raises questions about the adequacy of traditional intercultural
communication frameworks, which tend to rely on neat distinctions between cul-
tures and languages. In light of this, we propose a novel pedagogy in a Collaborative
Online International Learning (COIL) project called “Virtual Transcultural Under-
standing Pedagogy” (VTUP), which aims to promote mutual transcultural under-
standing through online interactions of students, teachers/facilitators from various
cultural regions of the world.

The goal of the VTUP is to enrich transcultural understanding. Transculturality
rather than interculturality or multiculturality is the focus because transculturality
could be considered the most suitable description of the global society in which
people live today, characterized by entanglement, intermixing and commonness
(Welsch, 1999). Transculturality refers to blending and transcending different cul-
tures on the macro level and creating hybrid identities on the micro level. Indeed,
traditional concepts of interculturality andmulticulturality based on the assumption
of internal differences across cultures are challenged by the notion of trans-
culturality. Scholars have argued that cultural variety emerges from different
transcultural identity networks (i.e., identity configurations of elements) rather than
differences in monolithic identities provided by single cultures (Skrefsrud, 2021;
Welsch, 1999, 2009). This notion discourages conceptions of the self and other cul-
tures as fixed ontological categories. Perhaps Welsch (1999) articulates it best:

Criticism of the traditional conception of single cultures, as well as of the more recent concepts
of interculturality and multiculturality can be summarized as follows. If cultures were in fact
still – as these concepts suggest – constituted in the form of islands or spheres, then one could
neither rid oneself of nor solve the problem of their coexistence and cooperation. However, the
description of today’s cultures as islands or spheres is factually incorrect and normatively
deceptive. Cultures de facto no longer have the insinuated form of homogeneity and sepa-
rateness. They have instead assumed a new form, which is to be called transcultural in so far as
it passes through classical cultural boundaries. Cultural conditions today are largely charac-
terized by mixes and permeation (p. 197).

2 D. Dalsky and J. Su



This paper presents the VTUP, a framework based on transculturality/trans-
culturation (Epstein, 2009; Zhang & Guo, 2015; Loynes & Gurholt, 2017) and trans-
cultural development (Meyer, 1991; Slimbach, 2005). Transculturality enables us to
understand students as having multiple and dynamic cultural identities and their
native cultures as evolving processes. Rather than fixed knowledge of “other”
cultures, we adopt diverse interpretations of cultural symbols and meanings across
boundaries in an online “borderless” setting (Schachtner, 2015).

1.1 Theoretical Foundation of the Pedagogy

The current pedagogy aims for transcultural development through virtual interac-
tion. During a transcultural journey, one needs to suspend prejudicial thinking that is
cultivated through childhood socialization, at least long enough for transcultural
understanding to happen (Slimbach, 2005). Prejudice reduction refers to the process
of actively and intentionally decreasing negative attitudes, stereotypes, and biases
towards individuals or groups based on their race, ethnicity, gender, or other social
identities. It can be accomplished through intergroup contact under certain condi-
tions (Allport, 1954), and this hypothesis has been tested over the years. Thus,
intergroup contact, face-to-face or virtual, is essential for transcultural development.

Slimbach (2005) proposes six competencies for transcultural development that
can inform a curriculum: perspective consciousness, ethnographic skill, global
awareness, world learning, foreign language proficiency, and affective development.
Virtual interaction limits world learning through direct experience and immersion
in cultures, but fieldwork does not guarantee deep communication either. It
demands learners to reach out to locals, stay for long periods, and establish trust.
This entails not only high language proficiency and communication skills but also
resilience to communication failures in unfamiliar settings.

For participants who are just starting to engage in intercultural communication,
the separation between everyday life scenarios and intercultural communication
scenarios can avoid such problems to some extent. Through the assistance and
guidance of educators, learners can engage in open and meaningful in-depth
communication in a linguistically supported and safe environment, even when
communicating online. In-depth communication here is on two levels: one level
refers to the richness of information about the cultural experience (e.g., lifestyles,
values, etc.), and the other level is the depth of self-disclosure of emotions
(e.g., empathy and inquisitiveness), which Slimbach (2005) refers to as affective
development (i.e., “the capacity to demonstrate personal qualities and standards’ of
the heart”).
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To achieve a deeper exchange of both information and emotions, we chose emic
cultural concepts as focal points in the pedagogy, assuming they can lead to authentic
cultural experiences. These concepts, specific to a particular culture or group and
applied to one language or culture at a time (Pike, 1967), are usually related to
personal experiences in daily life (see Bruner, 1990), so that participants are more
likely to express their emotionswhen sharing events in their lives, even if they do not
share the same experiences. In the case of having the experiences, they are still likely
to be emotionally connected and have a greater chance of developing empathy. Our
pedagogy incorporates TeamLearning (TL: Stewart et al., 2019; Tajino & Tajino, 2000),
which promotes a non-hierarchical environment where learners can comfortably
share their personal experiences. It ensures equal participation and fosters openness
among members, facilitating the formation of friendships.

Another important transcultural competence mentioned in Slimbach (2005) is
perspective consciousness, which is “the ability to question constantly the source of
one’s cultural assumptions and ethical judgments.” This requires learners to detach
themselves from their own culture and view their culture from a relatively objective
perspective. Thus, this pedagogy further incorporates the research-practitioner
philosophy of Exploratory Practice (Allwright, 2003) by giving participants a new
identity beyond cultural insiders or outsiders: “researcher.” With a researcherʼs
identity, participants are encouraged to generate and explore puzzles, and any
questions about their own culture are allowed.

This section will explain the theoretical foundations in-depth and how the
pedagogy can orient learners in a “transcultural journey” in terms of emic cultural
concepts, the contact hypothesis, Team Learning (TL), and Exploratory Practice (EP).

1.2 Emic Cultural Concepts

Emic cultural concepts involve the description of behavioural events from the
perspective of the actors, using their categories and relationships (Harris, 1976). To
create a virtual field for transcultural learning, we choose emic (Pike, 1967) cultural
concepts in their original language and translations in other languages as discussion
subjects for classroom activities (see Dalsky et al., 2022; Dalsky & Mattig, 2023).
Language has been thought of as not only a “cultural activity” but also an “instru-
ment for organizing other cultural domains” (Palmer & Sharifian, 2007, p. 1).
Moreover, entire cultural domains are presumed to be organized around emic cul-
tural keywords (Wierzbicka, 1997) that have the potential to unlock significant in-
sights into a particular culture (Dalsky & Su, 2020), thereby increasing transcultural
understanding when the concepts are discussed between people of different
nationalities.
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Our pedagogy involves comparing and contrasting emic cultural concepts across
cultures in terms of definitions, functions, cases, and relations (if any) between
concepts and expressions. Emic cultural concepts reveal shared meanings across
cultures through intercultural contact. Recognizing similarities is the first step to
transcultural identity, where the boundary between “self” and “other” is blurred and
adaptable – we elaborate on this in the latter part of this paper.

Another benefit of using emic cultural concepts is that it fosters awareness and
analytical competencies when interacting with other cultures. A person unfamiliar
with the target culturemay attempt to understand a concept through the lens of their
own culture, often by finding the translation in their first language. However, this
may result in “lost in translation” through cultural nuances and background infor-
mation (see Hamamoto, 2023). Therefore, in our pedagogy, based on the success of
our previous work (Su et al., 2021), we encourage students to share their life expe-
riences illustrating the emic concepts, which enriches the definitions and functions
of a specific cultural concept with contextual knowledge (e.g., behaviours, reactions,
perceptions, and interpretations).

The list of emic cultural concepts used in this project was generated by previous
interviewswith native residents and psychologists of each community based on their
folk psychologies or “commonsense” understandings of them (see Bruner, 1990)
featured on a website (https://interculturalwordsensei.org). The students were free
to choose the ones they wanted to investigate. The investigation activities included
presenting, interviewing, discussing, and collaborative writing related to the con-
cepts. The reason for incorporating intercultural interaction (i.e., students from
different cultural backgrounds) and emphasizing cooperation in the design of
activities is explained below.

1.3 Contact Hypothesis

Prejudices, provincialism, ethnocentrism, and exclusion are, to some extent, regar-
ded as a part of human nature, and one has to question their biases in the trans-
cultural journey (Slimbach, 2005). Prejudice reduction is considered to be a
prerequisite for transcultural competence development and should be taken into
account when designing intercultural exchange projects. Since Allport’s (1954)
seminal publication of The Nature of Prejudice, the Contact Hypothesis (reformulated
by Pettigrew, 1998) has become one of the most prominent theories in social psy-
chology for its effectiveness in reducing prejudice between groups of people with
different characteristics. It is essential for participants to engage in intergroup
contact to reduce prejudice, and such an authentic experience of engaging in the
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community rather than only learning knowledge in the traditional classroom is
necessary to foster transcultural competence (Slimbach, 2005).

Allport’s (1954) four conditions for prejudice reduction (i.e., equal status, coop-
eration, common goals, and support by authorities) can guide designing intercultural
exchanges. It should be noted that the four conditions should be conceptualized
as facilitating rather than essential (Everett, 2013). A meta-analysis (Pettigrew &
Tropp, 2006) suggests that unstructured contact has the potential to reduce prejudice
and a more recent meta-analysis reported that online international contact when
cooperation was involved – not the presence of an authority figure or common goals –
has a significant impact, positively affecting prejudice reduction (Imperato et al., 2021).
Additionally, in another meta-analysis, Pettigrew et al. (2011) found that empathy and
reduced anxiety play the most significant role in intergroup contact, which echoes the
holistic dimensions of transcultural learning proposed by Jurkova (2021).

Based on the implications of the Contact Hypothesis, we integrate two basic
theoretical/pedagogical approaches to foster mutual understanding and prejudice
reduction: Team Learning (TL) (Stewart et al., 2019; Tajino & Tajino, 2000; Tajino &
Smith, 2015) and Exploratory Practice (EP) (Allwright, 2003; Hanks, 2017, 2019). TL and
EP aim to build an equitable, inclusive, and comfortable environment for trans-
cultural learning. In accordance with the principles of TL and EP, we designed
activities promoting cooperation and unstructured interaction in intercultural
contacts, such as interviewing and collaborative writing.

1.4 Team Learning

In particular, we followed the value-centered version of TL (Tajino & Smith, 2015) by
positioning all participants, including the teachers, to collaborate with the core value
of learning about emic cultural concepts. Specifically, in this study:
1) The facilitators (i.e., the American teacher and the teaching assistant from

China) learned from each other, regarding English andMandarin languages and
cultural values.

2) The facilitators also learned emic cultural concepts from the students.
3) The students were learning from the teacher and the TA as they facilitated the

understanding of the academic material presentations and gave brief lectures
along the way.

4) The students were learning from other students from different cultural
backgrounds.
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1.5 Exploratory Practice

The students were also empowered as “inclusive practitioner researchers” in terms
of EP (Hanks, 2017, 2019). This means that the students were responsible for their
learning and posing research questions (“puzzles” in the parlance of EP) about the
emic concepts. We followed the (EP) principles initially proposed by Allwright (2003)
and then updated by Allwright and Hanks (2009, p. 260), namely:
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 a common enterprise.
5) Work cooperatively for mutual development.

The “how” issues
6) Make it a continuous enterprise.
7) Minimise the burden by integrating thework for understanding into normal

pedagogic practice.

A commonality between the principles of TL and EP is the guarantee of equal statuses
among students and instructors. All participants cooperate rather than compete,
valuing empathy, respect, and support. In such an inclusive environment, the par-
ticipants can freely speak about their experiences, express feelings, and transform
their frame of reference (Dirkx, 2001, 2008; Mezirow, 2012; Taylor, 2009).

Besides equal status, EP prioritizes working for understanding rather than
solving (Allwright, 2003; Hanks, 2017, 2019) since solving assumes the existence of a
problem, and such an assumption might hinder our understanding. Instead, we
adopt the notion of “puzzle” rather than “problem” in the exploration activities.
Moreover, the projects implementing the pedagogy should be “a continuous enter-
prise.” In this case, the project outcomes will serve as references for the next project.
For example, students’ reflections will improve the classroom design.

1.6 Research Question

Thus, the process of the VTUP may be conceptualized as depicted in Figure 1. Emic
cultural concepts (shown as separate circles) pass through TL, EP, and folk psy-
chology, via intercultural contact using English as a lingua franca. This process
results in mutual transcultural understanding, as depicted by the Venn diagram. We
set out to explore the process of the VTUP in an authentic intercultural/multilingual
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setting, in which TL and EP were practiced. The main research question was: What
drives the aforementioned process in terms of transcultural communication as an
underlyingmechanism formutual transcultural understanding?We set out to answer
this question by applying it to an authentic intercultural situation, thereby testing its
effectiveness in enhancing transcultural understanding.

2 Methods

2.1 Participants

Seven graduate students (one Japanese female, one Japanese male, one Malaysian
female, and four students from China: onemale and three females) in a large leading
Japanese research university participated in the virtual exchange project. Theywere
enrolled in a graduate seminar course called Transcultural Understanding Pedagogy.
The instructor (the first author) was an associate professor of social/cultural
psychology from the US. A doctoral student from China (the second author), profi-
cient in English, Mandarin, and Japanese helped facilitate the discussion and the
online exchanges as a TA.

2.2 Procedure

The design of the VTUP follows a path from learning, intercultural contact, and
reflection. Readings and research questions (“puzzles”) led to interviews and
collaborative writing. The procedure details (depicted in Figure 2) are explained
below.

Figure 1: Conceptualization of the Virtual Intercultural Understanding Pedagogy.
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Learning.All the classmeetings in this projectwere held on Zoombecause of the
COVID-19 pandemic restrictions at the university. With the facilitation of the
instructor and TA, and brief lectures, the students read, presented, and discussed
educational materials regarding 1) online intercultural exchange (Lewis & O’Dowd,
2016; Dalsky & Garant, 2016); 2) indigenous and cultural psychology (Kim et al., 2006);
3) cultural linguistics (Sharifian, 2017); and 4) two emic cultural concepts: sajiao
in Mandarin (撒娇; “spoiled rotten;” Sundararajan, 2015) and amae in Japanese
(甘え; “presumed indulgence;” Niiya et al. 2006; Yamaguchi, 2004).

One student would make a PowerPoint presentation of the material during the
90-minute class period and lead the discussion. The other students who were not
presenting were assigned to read the material before each class and type two dis-
cussion questions on a shared Google Doc. The instructor and TA facilitated the
weekly discussions of the academicmaterials and gave brief lectures introducing the
weekly topics for the first nine weeks of the course.

Intercultural Contact. After the assigned readings, the instructor formed three
heterogeneous international teams in Week 9. Two teams were all-female: a triad
(one Malaysian and two Chinese) and a dyad (one Japanese and one Chinese). The

Figure 2: The Virtual Transcultural Understanding method.
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Table : Completed interview guidelines (an example of one team).

Concept : Keqi (Chinese) Concept : Enryo (Japanese)

. Definitions
Q: How can you translate the concept into English?
A: You are welcome or polite. A: Do not hesitate (help yourself); Do not put your-

self back; Please refrain from ∼.
Q: Do you think the English translation means exactly the same as the concept? Please explain.
A: There are many ways to use it. A: One English expression cannot cover the all

meaning contained in “enryo”.
Q: How would you define the concept in English?
A: It’s made up of a series of actions. Different
groups are used to different degrees of the word.

A: An expression showing the behaviour that you
prioritize other people or other things than yourself.

. Cases
The cases could be your own experience or what you’ve heard. They could be interactive/within self, in
family/school/company, romantic relationships/friends/acquaintances… And please describe them in
detail with who, when, where, what, why, and how.
Q: Could you give me some examples that can represent the concept?
A: Ritual refusals; symbol of relationship; In-group
& out-group; Keqi (Gao & Ting-Toomey, ).

A: . When your friend’s family invites you for ameal.
. When you visit your partner with the presence of
his/her parents . When you have “nomikai” (busi-
ness drinking party) with your boss and/or senior
colleagues.

Q: Which case(s) above cannot represent the concept in your culture?
A: Express reject. A: Response to compliment.
Q: Do you often use the word in your daily conversation? Please explain.
A: To reply “Thank you.” with “不客气 (bu ke qi;
don’t be polite)”. Build relationship quickly with “不
用那么客气 (there is no need to be so polite)”.

A:We say “遠慮しないで (enryo shinaide)” tomake
the person relax and feel comfortable. In formal/
business scene: ask people not to do something “ご
遠慮ください (goenryo kudasai)”.

Q: Is the word often used on the internet? (In social media for example.)
A: In text messaging. A: Not often in texting. Mostly said directly to the

person when the event is in process.
Q: Does the word often appear in literature/movies/songs…?
A: Conversation inmovies/literature/songs (such as
不客气

A: Conversation in movies, literature.

“不客气”, “太客气 (too polite)”). But in song, it is used to encourage people to pursuit
their ambition “遠慮はいらない (no need to
hesitate)”.

. Functions
Q: What purposes can the concept serve at a micro level (individual)?
A: Separate ingroup & out-group: “insist on
observing keqi with an ingroup member to show
exclusion”; “not to apply the ritual of keqi with an

A: Separate ingroup & out-group.
Out-group: More enryo.
Ingroup: Less enryo.
Proper demonstration of enryo = well-mannered.
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other teamwas amale dyad (one Japanese and one Chinese). The teams chose the key
emic cultural concepts they wanted to explore, based on the readings, discussions,
and personal experiences (i.e., folk psychologies; Bruner, 1990) on Zoom inWeeks 11–
12.

In Weeks 13–14, the team members interviewed each other about the cultural
equivalence of emic cultural concepts on Zoom (for 90 min. each week). They filled
out the worksheet (i.e., Interview Guidelines) on the Google Docs shared by their
team. They first did structured interviews by asking existing questions in the
Interview Guidelines (see Table 1) based on previous virtual transcultural learning
projects (Dalsky et al., 2022; Su et al., 2021) and then did an unstructured interview
after a short presentation, where they could ask more specific questions from the
process. The instructions for the latter activity were:

Let’s investigate the concepts further!
In this activity, you and your partner will be able to generatemore specific puzzles

regarding the concepts and have amore comprehensive understanding of the concepts.
1. Please find academic articles/books and materials (literature, movies, songs, etc.)

related to the concept of your culture.
2. Make a presentation (10–15 min.) based on the academic articles/books and

materials to introduce the concept to your partner.

Table : (continued)

Concept : Keqi (Chinese) Concept : Enryo (Japanese)

out-group member to show inclusion”; Being keqi
to show oneself as well-mannered.
Q: What purposes can the concept serve at a macro level (society)?
A: It’s tools to reflect and reinforce relationship;
Reflect social status, power, social distance.

A: Same as left. Show politeness: “遠慮しておきま

す (refusal)”; “ご遠慮ください (ask people not to
do it)”.

. Relations
Q: Do the two concepts share the same origin? Please explain.
A: Keqi means a humble, pay attention to etiquette. A: Holding back ourselves; Putting others in priority.

. Related Expressions
Q: Does the concept have other forms? (noun/adjective/verb, full expression…)
A: 不客气. A: (N/A)
Q: Are there any synonyms or antonyms?
A: 不用谢; 见外. A: 控える; ご遠慮ください＝お控えください;

遠慮いたします＝控えさせていただきます; 気
軽にどうぞ＝遠慮しないで.
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3. Add the shared link of the presentation slides below on the shared Google Doc.
4. While listening to your partner’s presentation, please type your puzzles regarding

the concept on a Google Doc.
5. Explore your puzzles by interviewing your partner and type them using the form

below (see Table 1 and Table 2 for an example).

Also, during these weeks, each team was assigned to write a comparison/contrast
research paper about the emic cultural concepts collaboratively using Google Docs
and communicating via Zoom, following the structure as follows:
1. Introduction
2. Concept 1: definition, functions, and cases
3. Concept 2: definition, functions, and cases
4. Conclusion
5. References
6. Discussion questions
Reflection. During the final class meeting (Week 15), each group delivered a Pow-
erPoint presentation of a draft of their collaborative paper contents, which was
submitted by email attachment to the instructor two weeks later. The best papers
were eventually posted on a website (https://interculturalwordsensei.org) for public

Table : Further investigation of the concepts (an example of one team).

Investigation of Keqi *P = your puzzle; A = your partner’s answer

P: Self-denial in “keqi” behavior sounded like “kenson” in Japanese. In Japanese, “enryo” and “kenson” are
used differently, I think. In Chinese “keqi”, are these concepts are combined together?
A: Keqi is not the same as kenson (谦逊). In China, these two words express different degrees of
politeness. The level of kenson is higher. It is commonly seen in the communication between younger and
older people.

Investigation of Enryo *P = your puzzle; A = your partner’s answer

P: Why be enryo to strangers (yosomono), but they will look down on the person?
A: For example, when your friend asks you to lend her some money and you don’t really want to, but still
you don’t want to hurt her feeling, you use indirect denial such as “I think it is a little difficult for me”. On
the other hand, when a stranger comes to you to ask for somemoney, you don’t usually express enryo. If
you say “It’s difficult” in enryo manner, the stranger will not take it as denial, but they will take advantage
of you cannot say “no” directly and expect to get money from you if you are kept asked.
P: According to some news, the term “遠慮の塊” varies from region to region. In Kanto, for example, they
would say “関東のひとつ残し”; in Kyushu, they would say “肥後のいっちょ残し”. Do you think “遠
慮” has different names in different places? Is there a unique name for “遠慮” in Kansai?
A: I do not know.

12 D. Dalsky and J. Su
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dissemination, with the students’ consent. Students were also given a Reflection
Guide via a link on the shared Google Doc, which was to be completed individually
and submitted by email to the instructor with the collaborative paper.

2.3 Evaluation of the Pedagogy

Our evaluation will be based on qualitative data collected during student group
activities, specifically the interview forms and student reflections. We will examine
how students’ attitudes and behaviours evolve throughout the pedagogy to deter-
mine if mutual transcultural understanding is achieved and to identify areas that
may require refinement.

The interview forms represent a vital resource for evaluating the pedagogy’s
effectiveness. They offer a detailed record of students’ active engagement during the
exchange. Our analysis will delve into the depth of their questions, the completeness
of their responses, and their ability to refine their understanding of emic cultural
concepts as they progress through the project.

The reflections submitted by individual students at the end of the project will
provide a holistic view of the pedagogy’s impact on their transcultural learning
journey. These reflections will be analysed to identify changes in students’ percep-
tions, attitudes, and behaviours concerning transcultural understanding. We will
explore whether students report a more nuanced understanding of cultural differ-
ences and similarities, and improved transcultural communication skills. Addi-
tionally, we will assess their ability to reflect critically on their own cultural biases
and the extent to which they have embraced a transcultural mindset.

3 Results

3.1 Interviews

Each team recorded responses to the Interview Guidelines on Google Docs, which
were shared with all the project members. The members of each team asked each
other questions and typed in the answers during online exchanges. All of the class
participants gave their consent to have the contest of their interviews shared
anonymously. Table 1 presents the results of the interviews conducted by one of the
teams, in which a Japanese student and a Chinese student investigated the emic
cultural concepts of keqi (客气; Mandarin) and enryo (遠慮; Japanese).

Virtual Transcultural Understanding Pedagogy 13



After completing the Interview Guidelines, the students were required to
investigate the concepts further by asking questions freely. Table 2 presents an
example of the findings of the same team (reported in Table 1).

3.2 Reflections

The last activity in the course was for students to complete a Reflection Guide that
consisted of open-ended blank spaces for writing comments about 1) overall expe-
rience with the project, 2) transcultural understandings related to TL and EP, 3)
English skills, 4) research skills, and 5) prejudice reduction. At the end of the
Reflection Guide, the students could freely write about how to improve the project. In
the following, we share portions of studentsʼ reflections in the open-ended part of the
survey that relate to transcultural understandings. The students emailed this
Reflection Guide in an MSWord file to the teacher, and all of the students consented
to share their reflections anonymously.

The following are reflections from the students related to their responses to
items 1–5 in the reflection guide above. We present the most informative answers
that relate to prejudice reduction, TL, EP, and transcultural understandings and
comment on each response:

I improved transcultural understanding by listening to other students talk about their cultural
emic concepts. Moreover, it’s quite fascinating listening to students’ thoughts under similar
cultural backgrounds asme, as we had different perspectives on the same issues. That promotes
me to think broadly in multiple viewpoints and consider others’ feelings when proposing and
arguing. (Chinese student A)

Therewere two Japanese students in the class this semester, sowe could hear different opinions
(sometimes related to regional differences) in the discussion, and I think it’s very interesting.
The discussion with the Malay student was also very fruitful. I learned about Malay’s values in
the assignment topic, we also discussed something more, like nationality, masculinity/femi-
ninity, lifestyles, which made me feel that we knew each other better. (Chinese student B)

These students reflected on the “interesting” and “fascinating” exchange, demon-
strating that they experienced a fine “quality of life” – the first principle of EP – and
aimed for ameaningful and enjoyable experience to bridge the classroom, in and out.
The participants with similar backgrounds freely shared their viewpoints, indicating
the successful implementation of one of the key principles of TL: mutual learning.

The principles of EP and TL facilitated genuine dialogues in transcultural
communication. We contend that this process implies prejudice reduction. The
students demonstrated interest in others’ opinions and worked to consider others’
feelings. The reflections interpreted as demonstrating open-mindedness and
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empathy are necessary qualities for a transculturally competent person
(Epstein, 2009; Jurkova, 2021).

Comparing emic cultural concepts requires a deep understanding of both home
and other cultures and therefore creates a chance for learning not only different
cultures but also their home culture. The mutual development orientation of EP and
TL does not assume omniscience of one’s home culture. Thus, the students could
admit their cultural knowledge limitations in comfort, an essential affective aspect
of transcultural learning (Jurkova, 2021). This was evident from the following
students’ reflections:

A comparison of cultures is a lot of fun and I feel understood better about my partner’s culture.
Also, the project made me focus on what I have never thought about or not aware of because
I had to explain the concept to my classmates. (Japanese student A)

It was interesting to get to know the culture of my country a little better, to find concepts that
exist in my country, and to try and find something similar in someone else’s culture. I enjoyed
conversations with my team members about their lives and perspectives on certain issues like
governance and social behaviour. (Malaysian student)

More student reflections relate to the “mutual development” feature of EP and TL
and implications for transcultural understanding:

This project is meaningful and interesting to me. This course taught me some transcultural
exchange knowledge, such as what Indigenous psychology is. In particular, through the dis-
cussion of “Sajiao” and “Amae” in one class, I realized that the two concepts are quite different.
I always thought theymeant the same thing. Also, through that course, I realized that the United
States had similar Amae behaviours. It made me interested in whether those unique cultural
concepts have the same practices in other countries. (Chinese student D)

I learned something new about Japanese culture. For example, through our group’s research,
I learned the concept of enryo no katamari. I also realized that amae had negative and positive
meanings, somewhat similar to sajiao. Chinese culture and Japanese culture do share many
similarities. For example, under the influence of Confucianism, they attachmore importance to
the collective meaning. (Chinese student D)

Short-term classroomprojects cannot afford immediate immersion in other cultures,
but investigating emic cultural concepts related to daily life fosters transcultural
understandings by providing an opportunity for dense self-disclosure of real-life
experiences. Such mutual self-disclosure usually requires intimate familiarity with
other cultural community members developed over an extended period. However,
by exploring emic concepts with the guidance of TL and EP, the students could
recognize cultural nuances. The Chinese student also acknowledged that similarities
exist and common humanity is shared across cultures (e.g., “similar amae behaviour
also can be found in the United States” with reference to Niiya et al., 2006). These
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reflection excerpts demonstrate the development of transcultural competencies, as
stated in Slimbach (2005).

4 Discussion

4.1 Pedagogical Implications

The experiences of the students in the exchange project shed light on the potential
benefits of the Virtual Transcultural Understanding Pedagogy. According to the
reflections of the students involved, they were able to acknowledge similarities
between their own and other cultures, and the differences within other cultures,
which indicate transcultural understanding, as the boundaries between self and
other became blurred. Though “self” and “other” are inevitable in verbalizing the
students’ experiences in reflections, communication initiated by the mindset of
transculturality could be constructed through this pedagogy. To be sure, one
Malaysian student in the project reflected that “I learned how to communicate
transculturally better: communicate in an attitude that respects the other cultures,
which means not judging different cultures by your values.” In this sense, commu-
nication in intercultural contact is transformed gradually into transcultural
communication where neutral attitudes serve as the basis of boundary diminishing.
The pedagogy promoted a shift in attitude towards transculturality, likely arising
from what could be argued to be critical cultural awareness (Byram, 2012).

Critical cultural awareness is usually considered relevant to intercultural
communication paradigms rather than transcultural ones. As discussed in the
introduction, a significant conceptual difference between the two involves cultures’
blending and dynamic nature. The paradigm of transcultural understanding pro-
posed and demonstrated in this paper suggests that this critical cultural awareness
could be reconceptualized based on the notion of transculturality (e.g., Welsch, 1999).
Further applications of the VTUP could pay attention to the possible role of trans-
cultural communication between students from various cultural backgrounds,
especially over time, based on research that suggests the other can be included in the
self (see Dalsky et al., 2008), as well as in-group members (Tropp & Wright, 2001).

In addition to stimulating self-disclosure, emic cultural concepts catalysed
transcultural communication in this pedagogy. Students were able to engage in
conversations that transcended surface-level intercultural interactions as the emic
cultural concepts are closely related to observable daily experiences and behavioural
patterns, which made it easier to discuss and compare. For example, as shown in
Table 1, related expressions of keqi (Mandarin) and enryo (Japanese) can both be used
to show hospitality and inclusiveness to a guest or someone you want to build a
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relationship with, which indicates the transcultural aspect of Chinese and Japanese
culture. As they explored these concepts, students discovered common threads that
linked cultures. This approach allowed them to appreciate both the uniqueness of
each culture and the universal aspects of the human experience, contributing to a
more holistic view of transculturality.

4.2 Pedagogical Applications

Several issues should be addressed in future applications of the VTUP model. In this
project, students could choose the concepts they were interested in; however, some
group members confessed to the TA that they were confused about what could be
called a “concept” and an “untranslatable word.” Therefore, it is recommended that
facilitators discuss this issue in-depth with plenty of examples, learning from each
other through TL. One way is to introduce the readings on our website that result
from intercultural exchanges (https://interculturalwordsensei.org).

Moreover, some concepts were challenging to investigate because they were too
technical; for example, the ones deeply related to philosophy or religion. This would
take specialist knowledge on the part of the facilitator, which in this case was limited
to psychology. Hence, published academic works on the emic psychological concepts
of amae (Japanese) and sajiao (Mandarin) were read, presented, and discussed in the
first several weeks of the semester.

Another issue concerns the number of cultural/national backgrounds involved
in the group or classroom discussion. In the case study presented here, there were
only two (Japanese and Chinese or Malaysian and Chinese). More diversity in cul-
tural/national backgrounds would lead to more opportunities for prejudice reduc-
tion, mutual transcultural understandings, and fresh perspectives. However, one
should pay attention to the following scenarios. Suppose only one student from a
specific cultural/national background is in the class. In that case, shemight feel out of
place or more responsible and possibly anxious as the sole representative of her
nation. Furthermore, as English was used as a lingua franca in the exchanges,
varying levels of English competence might also play a significant role in break-
downs in communication unrelated to cultural/national differences, leading to
frustration and anxiety.

Finally, the students suggested many ways to improve the VTUP. What follows
are some excerpts from the Reflection Guide:
1) More discussion with classmates from other groups:

I think we can have conversations in groups with different students in each class (not
necessarily the assignment) to have a more comprehensive understanding of other cultures.
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However, since we need to work on the collaborative paper and don’t have much class time to
spare, I am unsure whether this proposal is feasible. (Chinese student C)

2) Online versus in-person and hybrid classroom:

Maybe it is the effect of Zoom lecture, it is better for everyone to speak freely but not
turn-taking. Anyway, I prefer taking class in the real classroom, and that makes me feel more
relaxed. (Chinese student B)

I felt that there was still something missing from the online discussion. Perhaps the
combination of offline and online can help us better understand cultural differences. (Chi-
nese student D).

As shown in the students’ reflections, modes of interaction and collaboration should
be carefully designed or adjusted during the process to create a more inclusive and
effective transcultural learning environment. It also implies challenges for applying
the pedagogy in larger classrooms as students may have different expectations and
needs and instructors may find it hard to manage and track each teamʼs process,
particularly in an international classroom context. A necessary approach is to
incorporate online collaboration platforms for real-time and asynchronous
communication and group activities. Another approach to address the difficulties is
to enlist teaching assistants proficient in the native languages of the participants as
done in this project.

5 Conclusions

This practitioner-research study involved virtual intergroup contact in small,
nationally heterogeneous groups. The participants communicated via English as a
lingua franca and followed a pedagogical process (Figure 1) to achieve transcultural
understanding. The students’ written products and reflections suggest mutual
transcultural understanding and prejudice reduction with minimal facilitation by
authority figures (i.e., the teacher and TA). Some students benefited more from the
project in terms of TL and EP than others, but the evidence revealed some degree of
learning or understanding among the students. This marks only our third attempt at
such an endeavour with this pedagogy/training method, and our research team is
refining the methodological and outcome measures.

It is important to note that this is only an introduction to our attempt at designing
and applying a “virtual transcultural understanding pedagogy.” Teachers/parti-
tioners should feel free to alter or tweak the methods to suit their circumstances if
they choose to employ them. For example, for an undergraduate classroom with a
larger number of students, the teachers/partitioners (and teaching assistants) may
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have to take the lead more often and add checkpoint reviews to monitor the pace of
each team’s progress. The most crucial principle for this pedagogy is to have an open
mind that allows for the dynamic and interminable conceptualization of culture as
languages and meanings are being negotiated, and therefore critical to reduce
prejudice and lead to mutual transcultural understandings. The improvement of the
pedagogy could benefit from a more refined observation of the participantsʼ inter-
action, such as analysing moments of transcultural communication in video
recordings of the exchanges. Additionally, assessing the adaptability of this pedagogy
to various educational contexts and cultural backgrounds is necessary.
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