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ABSTRACT: With the advance of the Internet technologies, online international exchanges are becoming 
an essential element of teaching and learning communication and collaboration.  Some virtual exchanges 
focus especially on developing learners’ intercultural communicative competence. One of the main 
challenges for learners engaged in this form of virtual exchanges is that not all participants may be 
familiar with specific aspects of their own lingua-culture. This conceptual study attempts to develop an 
inquiry-based model of online intercultural exchange by incorporating the 5E Learning Cycle Model 
which includes learning stages, such as engagement, exploration, explanation, elaboration, and evaluation. 
We argue that the combination of online intercultural learning and inquiry-based learning could help 
facilitate sharing of a more authentic lingua-cultural knowledge between online partners. Also, the 
inclusion of the elements of inquiry-based learning in online international collaborative projects might 
have a positive impact on promoting informed intercultural exchange. 
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Introduction 

The main objective of online intercultural exchanges is not merely to provide a platform for language 
practice, but to promote the development of intercultural communicative competence among learners 
(Byram 1997) through interaction, exchange (Belz and Thorne 2006), and structured tasks (O’Dowd 
and Waire 2009). In other words, the aim of online exchanges and, more broadly, foreign language 
instruction, is no longer to produce near-native speakers but, in the words of Byram (1997, 12), 
intercultural speakers who can ‘see and manage the relationships between themselves and their own 
cultural beliefs, behaviours, and meanings [...] and those of their interlocutors. However, our 
examination of existing online intercultural exchanges suggests that the intra-cultural learning aspect 
of online exchange is the least academically researched.  

Online intercultural exchanges place greater emphasis on the development of intercultural 
communicative competence but, in the majority of the works reviewed, rarely takes into account 
the possibility that learners engaged in online intercultural exchanges may not have sufficient 
awareness of their own lingua-culture. Research in online intercultural exchange reveals that 
many teachers and facilitators continue to ‘teach the same thing in a different way’ (Kern, Ware, 
and Warschauer 2004) failing to help learners revisit the cultural precepts and phenomena within 
their own cultures. In this paper, we will address this conceptual problem by developing a model 
which incorporates inquiry-based learning into online intercultural exchanges. 

Literature review 

The introduction of the concept of intercultural communicative competence has led to a focus on 
raising learners’ awareness of how their own cultural background and assumptions may impact their 
attitudes towards and communication with people from other cultures (Alred, Byram, and Fleming 
2003; Corbett 2003). A key characteristic of intercultural communicative competence is the fact that 
it prepares learners for exposure to all cultures, including their own (Mughan 1999, 64). This is where 
the notion of intra-cultural communication gains prominence; thus, at least in theory, it should emerge 
as a crucial component in online intercultural exchange projects. 
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Learners acquire knowledge of their own language and culture dynamically, and the search for new 
knowledge stems from their motivation, expertise, and future career choices, especially among 
professional linguists and public speakers (Breen 1985). This is also true with regard to online 
intercultural exchanges from which participants gain original insights of not only their peers’ 
language – manifested in the way they speak, pronounce words, and form expressions –but also their 
culture – the way they live, do things, articulate ideas, and understand concepts (Lamy and 
Goodfellow 2010). Many participants of online lingua-cultural exchanges share information about 
their language and culture based on their pre-existing, often limited, lingua-cultural knowledge. 
  Paradoxically, the abundance of highly specialised but easily searchable knowledge on 
the Internet (Jones and Kucker 2001) for anyone possessing a smartphone or computer may be 
the reason for Internet-mediated language exchanges eventually turning into a demotivating 
activity in which participants’ expectations of new cultural and linguistic knowledge are not met 
during online intercultural exchanges. Thus, online language and intercultural exchanges should 
be designed considering learners’ awareness of their own culture and language, its uniqueness 
and originality and, importantly, the level of knowledge credibility to be shared between online 
exchange partners. Byram (1997, 53) proposed the concept of ‘critical cultural awareness’, 
defined as an ability to evaluate critically and on the basis of explicit criteria, perspective, 
practices and products in one’s own and other cultures and countries. Similarly, Risager (2007) 
suggested that intercultural competence comprises knowledge, skills, and attitudes at the interface 
between several cultural areas, including the students’ own culture and a target culture. 
  Our review of the literature showed that online intercultural exchanges to date have been 
extensively studied in relation to intercultural communication, but no major studies have been 
carried out to explore a systematic connection between online exchange and intra-cultural 
communication and learning. In the next section, we introduce the inquiry-based model of online 
intercultural exchanges aimed at filling this gap, thus yielding both conceptual and practical 
implications for designing online intercultural exchanges. 
 
Incorporating Inquiry-based learning into Online Intercultural Exchange 
	
Existing cases reveal that online intercultural exchange necessitates the presence of two or more 
linguistically and culturally distinct groups of individuals whose goal is to learn about each 
other’s language and culture through various Internet-mediated activities, such as information 
exchange, comparison and analysis, and collaboration and product creation. In this conventional 
form, learners on both sides consider themselves representatives of their culture and native 
speakers of their language, viewing each other as possessors of authentic cultural and linguistic 
knowledge. We encounter four problems related to this approach, as shown in Figure 1. 

  Figure 1. Problems associated with conventional online intercultural exchanges 
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  These combined problems present a challenge in the effective use of Internet-mediated 
tools for developing intercultural communicative competence. The modern multimedia-rich 
Internet offers enough terabytes of knowledge on any of the world’s cultures and languages to 
render the whole idea of online intercultural exchanges more burdensome to some learners, 
unless there is a framework that could help online exchanges pro-actively develop intercultural 
communicative competence. Addressing this question brings us to intra-cultural communication 
and learning, or to be exact, their paucity in the design of most contemporary online intercultural 
exchange projects. 
  One important yet insufficiently explored area concerns the relationship between inquiry 
and the creation of a new lingua-cultural knowledge. In our proposed model, we closely examine 
inquiry-based learning because it represents a more systemic and scientific way of constructing 
new knowledge by following certain procedures, methods, and practices (Keselman 2003). 
Inquiry-based learning according to Pedaste et al. (2012) is a process of discovering new causal 
relations, with the learner formulating hypotheses and testing them by conducting experiments 
and/or making observations. 
  Despite the numerous variations in learning cycles, the one used in this study is the 5E 
Learning Cycle Model (Bybee et al. 2006; Bybee 2009) in which each phase is highlighted using 
five words: engagement, exploration, explanation, elaboration, and evaluation. This approach is 
useful for designing inquiry-based online intercultural exchanges because it provides a format 
that builds on what learners already know. Since the average host members already possess some 
knowledge of their lingua-culture, the 5E Learning Cycle Model helps them revisit that 
knowledge from other angles and find new patterns and relationships. Moreover, the experience 
of undergoing all five phases enables online exchange participants to develop their understanding 
of a concept across time. Below, we describe the five phases of inquiry-based online intercultural 
exchanges that have been modified from the 5E Instructional Model. 

(1) The engagement phase: In this initial ‘inquiry’ phase, teachers work closely with their 
students to evaluate their prior knowledge and identify possible gaps in their current 
understanding of the topic. The key is that students at this phase are focussed on the 
knowledge and knowledge gaps relating to their own culture and society, not those of 
their online partners. 

(2) The exploration phase: The students now proceed to the ‘core’ inquiry phase, involving 
an active exploration of the issue in the context of their own culture. In other words, they 
begin building essential intra-cultural knowledge by searching for authentic information. 

(3) The explanation phase: The explanation phase signals the beginning of the ‘online 
exchange phase’, in which learners from project countries (cultures) connect with the aim 
of explaining the results of their intra-cultural inquiry. 

(4) The elaboration phase: The activities in this second ‘online exchange’ phase are designed 
to help exchange partners continue to collaborate in order to apply their new 
understanding of cultural concepts (similarities and differences in parenting cultures 
between two countries) shared by each country member. Students are encouraged to 
compare notes with their peers or formulate new observations of the concepts they have 
acquired. 

(5) The evaluation phase: The evaluation phase may take different forms, it may continue as 
an ‘online exchange’ activity or students may return to their respective classrooms to 
assess the project’s achieved objectives. The aim is to encourage students to reflect on 
what they have learnt about their own and their partners’ culture, pose questions, and 
illustrate their knowledge (understanding) and skills (abilities). 

 
Conclusions 
	
These five phases of inquiry-based online intercultural exchange represent a holistic framework 
that can practically help foreign language learners gain in-depth knowledge of their own lingua-
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culture in order to support more engaging intercultural communication with peers on a global 
level, and develop essential skills of inquiry and evidence-based knowledge sharing. The future 
development of this model could demystify the image of ‘inquiry-based learning’ as a method 
used mainly in science labs, instead promoting it as a practical and effective learning method in 
social sciences and humanities. 
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