
Paper—An Exploration of the Potential Role of Digital Technologies for Promoting Learning in Foreign...  

An Exploration of the Potential Role of Digital 

Technologies for Promoting Learning in Foreign 

Language Classrooms: Lessons for a Pandemic 

https://doi.org/10.3991/ijet.v15i14.13297 

Mary Masterson 

University of Limerick, Limerick, Ireland 
mary.masterson@ul.ie 

Abstract—This study focuses on long-term digital technologies assisted 

cross-cultural communication as an instructional model. Secondary school for-

eign language learners of German and English collaborated online with the 

same age-cohort peers to acquire new cultural knowledge, as well as develop 

digital technologies skills. Findings revealed that digital technologies facilitated 

personalised student-led learning through an inquiry-based approach. Results 

further indicated that the learners had rich opportunities to share their stories 

and to think critically about themselves and others. Indeed, pupils enriched their 

understanding of their partner’s culture as well as developing an enhanced un-

derstanding of the influence of culture on behaviour and thinking. The students 

learned to use digital technologies by creating digital profiles, posting their 

comments, asking questions, exchanging cultural information, and gaining lin-

guistic and cultural experience of a native speaker in a virtual space. This paper 

shows that with the purposeful integration of digital technologies in foreign 

language classrooms opportunities for richer student learning experiences can 

be promoted. This is more relevant than ever before given the fallout and educa-

tional delivery challenges deriving from the current COVID-19 pandemic. 

Keywords—Culture, digital technologies. online collaborative learning, 

COVID-19 pandemic. 

1 Introduction 

In a digital world there is a place for embedding technology into instruction [1]. 

Research demonstrates that technology can play a role in support of pedagogies fo-

cusing on learners in collaborative online learning environments [27]. [30] highlight 

the importance of digital technologies in education. [36] explains that students bereft 

of skills to navigate a complex digital landscape will be unable to participate fully in 

economic, social, and cultural life in the future. He further suggests that digital activi-

ties provide students with new ways to acquire digital technological skills and practice 

them. Adolescents spend considerable time using digital technologies outside the 

classroom [ 29]. As such, teachers have a captive audience for the implementation of 

technology into the classroom (13]. Utilising collaborative digital tools is an area that 
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is becoming more popular in schools with the investment in technology in schools and 

teachers having access to programmes that facilitate online collaborative learning 

[12]. Digital technologies offer opportunities for online exchanges in schools and 

open up a space for intercultural learning [5]. 

Despite the movement internationally towards digital learning technologies, results 

from integration of technologies in European schools are not encouraging. Some 

schools still are unsure on how to embed digital technologies into instruction. As a 

[34] report states, many schools are inadequate in identifying methodologies that 

optimise the use of technology. Challenges such as overloaded curriculum, outdated 

technological equipment, and teacher inexperience of classroom digital technologies 

contribute to schools’ failure to derive full benefit of new technologies [36; 25].  

A European Union initiative under the name eTwinning1 aims to promote new 

ways for digital use in European schools through encouraging online collaboration. 

Established in 2005 by the European Commission. Currently, 28 languages are incor-

porated, and 36 countries participate and there are 600,000 registered teachers in 

2020, with approximately 200,000 schools participating. Teachers can find ideas for 

projects or share their own ideas. Partners can be found, and a range of digital tools 

utilised for online project work. When a project is registered on the eTwinning digital 

platform, it gets a TwinSpace, which can only be accessed by project participants. In 

terms of safety and security, teachers act as moderators on the platform. Participants 

can only communicate in spaces that are controlled by teachers; this is useful for cur-

tailing outside distractions from internet usage and ensuring online safety.  

Specifically, in this study pupils aged 14-16 in upper secondary school in a foreign 

language classroom in Ireland and Germany, shared online their world views and had 

opportunities to probe their beliefs and values as they experienced their partners’ 

perspective. There is merit in investigating technology use in the classroom, as learn-

ers increasingly employ technology to communicate with their peers and are comfort-

able with receiving content in that fashion [38]. How can foreign language educators, 

though, offer students opportunities to connect with native-speaking peers to learn 

together? Financially, having foreign language students connect and collaborate with 

native speakers in a virtual space from the comfort of their own classrooms makes 

eminent sense. The foregoing led to the following overall goal of the current study: 

enriching and internationalising foreign language curriculum for secondary school 

language students. Accordingly, the two main questions addressed in this paper are as 

follows: (1) Does the eTwinning school collaboration programme support language 

learners in developing new cultural knowledge? and (2) Did the digital capability of 

the participants improve? 

New educational environments require different ways of designing learning experi-

ences for students, as well as new approaches for teaching [32]. How can educators 

effectively engage their students in genuine knowledge creation and authentic inquiry 

[35]? Research suggests that inquiry-based approaches positively impact students’ 

learning [16). Contemporary educational scholars promote myriad conceptual models 

 
1 eTwinning combines the prefix ‘e-’, which stands for electronic, and the word Twinning, 

which means “becoming friends”. 
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and alternatives subsumed under inquiry-based learning [20]. Although these ap-

proaches possess similarities, they rely on dissimilar definitions, of and pedagogical 

orientations to developing inquiry-based learning in practice.[14] encourages students 

to formulate problems related to their own experiences and augment their emerging 

understanding using personal knowledge. Inquiry-based learning for this study was 

conceptualised as an approach to learning that allows students’ questions and curiosi-

ties to drive the learning [44]. Pupils’ previous experience and knowledge were hon-

ored (4]. Previous research has shown that collaborative approaches to learning that 

are supported through digital technologies can positively impact students’ learning 

[15; 24; 46].  

In the current investigation, learners were encouraged to question and make dis-

coveries through interaction with their digital peers. They had a genuine audience in 

the target language community and met students of a similar age and learned from 

them; as such, they became aware of similarities and differences [49]. They shared 

knowledge and developed understanding through the virtual exchanges.  

2 Theoretical Framework 

The ABCs of Cultural Understanding and Communication [39] approach to inter-

cultural learning was followed in the project [fig. 1]. First, each participant writes an 

autobiography describing key people, experiences, events, and memories from their 

life. Second, they interview a partner from a different culture to discover his/her life 

story and to write that person’s biography where they give an account of their partners 

life as they understand it. They length of the biography is not defined, giving the indi-

viduals the space to explore another person’s life as they perceive it. Third, learners 

compare this biography with their own autobiography to learn about cultural similari-

ties and differences. Fourth, they construct a Venn diagram depicting these similari-

ties and differences to facilitate an “in-depth self-analysis of cultural differences” [42, 

p. 5]. During this process, pupils reflect on any surprising, pleasant, or uncomfortable 

discoveries during the exchange with their partners. [41] indicates that the purpose of 

this step is to help participants begin to acquire insights about others and sense their 

own ethnocentrism (pp. 4-5). [40] explains that the ABC model focuses on “learning 

to view differences as special and as a means of celebrating the uniqueness of indi-

viduals” (p. 7). 

The ABCs process was deemed to be the particularly suitable for this project, as at 

its core is the principle of inquiry-based learning. The learners co-operated in order to 

share their own personal stories and to learn from each other [31]. They had rich op-

portunities to reflect on themselves and others. This helped them to think about their 

own lives and to develop awareness of how previous experiences shape a person. The 

teacher supports the student by providing information, summarising responses and 

posing questions to encourage pupils to reflect [43].  
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3 Methodology 

Capturing the complex nature of teachers’ experiences of implementing a project 

requires a research approach that includes collection of rich, holistic data for in-depth 

analysis [11]. A qualitative and exploratory case study design was deemed apt for 

obtaining and interpreting data required to explore teachers’ perceptions of how the 

project transformed pupils’ cultural perceptions in tandem with the development of 

their digital technologies’ skills [see 7]. In the context of this investigation, individu-

als were presumed to construct their own knowledge within the social-cultural context 

influenced by their prior knowledge and experiences. Language and digital media 

were vehicles for cultural learning. Students’ autobiographies, emails, biographies, 

cross-cultural analysis materials, and post-project reflection were data sources as well 

as teachers’ semi-structured interviews. These enabled cross-checking of observations 

with multiple data sources. 

An online platform known as the TwinSpace was used to create a safe and secure 

e-learning environment in which the pupils worked together. A school in Ireland col-

laborated with a school in Germany, both having similar class sizes (n=30). Sampling 

was purposive, and the interest group was a class of foreign language learners at up-

per secondary school level. Convenience strategies for sampling were used; selection 

of the student tandems was guided by considerations of availability [11]. Participants 

were from the same age group (14-16 years). Their proficiency levels were estimated, 

based on their performance on target language tests. On the Common European 

Framework of Reference for Languages [10], Irish students were at an A2, or an early 

level of proficiency; their German peers were at the higher BI level. Admittedly, there 

was a dissimilar level of language proficiency between the two groups. This phenom-

enon, however, was not germane, as the study focused on sharing and collaborating, 

where learners could individually increase their knowledge concurrently with im-

provement in language skills.  

Participants followed the steps of the ABCs approach described in Appendix A. 

Exchanges comprised conversations via email, as well as joint completion of other 

written tasks (interviews of the partner, written biography of the partner, completion 

of cross-cultural analysis, and identification of similarities and differences between 

their life stories). The participants discussed topics of common interest, such as fami-

ly, key life events, school, hobbies, etc. After the main tasks were completed, each 

learner wrote a reflection charting his/her cultural learning through exploring the 

connection between values, beliefs, practices and culture.  

Communication took place in native speaker/non-native speaker tandems, although 

some pairs occasionally reverted to the mother tongue to maintain communication or 

to express themselves without being hampered by a perceived lack of foreign lan-

guage proficiency. Students worked on the project in class, where teachers were 

available to provide linguistic support in the preparatory activities. Neither the teach-

ers nor their students had to be proficient in digital technologies, as the National Sup-

port Service for the eTwinning programme was available to offer guidance in both 

countries.  
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Students spent three 1.5-hour class periods per week over an eight-month period on 

the project. They employed asynchronous communication tools, such as email and 

discussion forums, to engage with their partners. The study was approved by the uni-

versity ethics committee. Efforts to protect participants included obtaining parental 

and informed consent, asserting that participation was voluntary, ensuring anonymity 

of participants and schools, guaranteeing confidentiality and right to withdraw at any 

stage, and using private workspace offered by eTwinning (where only the partners, 

teachers, and researcher had access to the online exchanges).  

The teacher’s interview transcripts were analysed following [6] approach to the-

matic analysis [fig. 2]. Their perceptions provided insights illuminating aspects of 

learning that occurred during the study. Interrater reliability was enhanced by having 

three independent researchers code segments of the data. These researchers were 

experienced in coding qualitative data. Interrater agreement was 80%. With the ana-

lytical process recorded in memos, the researcher could demonstrate the evolution of 

the themes or quickly retrieve data supporting a particular theme.  

4 Results  

In this study, the teachers’ perceptions reveal how they view the digital technolo-

gies project as a way to create a greater appreciation for the diversity of experiences. 

Digital technologies provided the means to moving beyond classroom walls to inspire 

minds and to think about a country and a way of life in a new more differentiated and 

cross-cultural way.  

4.1 Personalised cultural learning  

A key finding noted by the teachers is that the use of digital technologies in the 

foreign language classrooms facilitated personalised cultural learning [48]. They 

found digital technologies encouraged their students to get to know a native speaker, 

recognising that for teenagers’ friendships commonly start and are maintained digital-

ly:  

“We live in a digital age where teens use social media and mobile phones 

to meet and interact with their friends. If we want them to connect with other 

language learners, we should embrace technology in school and create op-

portunities for individual learners to progress at their own pace and accord-

ing to their own interests. The leaners used their own voice in the project.” 

T1 

 “Technology enabled personalised learning helped especially those pupils in 

class who are disengaged from school. Learning was improved for both clas-

ses as each learned from the others’ personalised cultural experiences that 

are embedded in real life.” T2 

The students had the freedom to choose different paths to explore each other’s life 

story. For example, one pair started this task by asking each other what a typical day 

was like for them, another pair explored each other’s pastimes. Another pair started 
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this task though enquiring about friendships they value and why. The personalised 

nature of the learning facilitated student engagement. Learning like this gave a boost 

to students as they followed in their conversations their own interests and did not have 

to stick to the suggestion of topics for discussion that the teacher had originally made 

available to them. There was room to go with a topic that was of interest to the group: 

“The students have learning experiences that are personalised, applied 

and engaging. They enjoy typing up and exchanging messages on the iPads. I 

think this is a great way of including tech in the classroom.” T1 

“Students benefited from the personalised approach to learning, they en-

gaged with their partner directly and received real-time feedback.” T2 

The freedom the pupils were given enabled insights to be shared in a manner that 

was relevant to the individuals in the specific partnership. Consequently, the pairs 

were able to bring in information that was personally of interest to them. The teachers 

felt students are more engaged when their learning related directly to the world, they 

live in and was student-led: 

“The major advantage of the project is that students are very likely to get 

involved in activities they enjoy and find personally relevant to them.” T1  

“The learners themselves tailored the discussion threads to follow their 

own interests and goals. They communicated in a knowledge sharing virtual 

environment, which was student-led.” T2 

The students sometimes struggled with the language: 

“They didn’t always have sufficient vocabulary. So, I spent a lot of time 

developing their vocabulary and this coupled with support from their part-

ners helped them learn a lot.” T1  

The teachers allowed the students to choose what language to use for interviewing 

their partner, most students choose to use the target language to complete this task. 

The students from Ireland used German and the students from Germany used English. 

One of the barriers with secondary school students collaborating with each other, is 

the issue of language and pupils being unable to express their opinions to one another, 

which can be frustrating and meant that some students were not always able to delve 

as deep in a topic as they might have needed to in order to keep the communication 

going. The pupils used translation apps (Google Translate) to help them express 

themselves which proved to be a useful tool and overcame the need for teachers to 

translate for their students. 

“The students had control of which language for the exchanges with their 

partners. They used the target language most of the time ad their native 

speakers’ partners helped. The google dictionary app supported them too.” 

T1  

With the eTwinning programme linguistic and cultural experts who are native 

speakers engage in peer teaching. A teacher commented:  

“Knowing people in the target language community is great – what a re-

source, it’s a great way to tap into a different community. The class was will-

ing to share their cultural expertise with the partner class. The information 

that they were exchanging was context-sensitive, so it was especially good to 
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have the native speakers to give background information and to be able to 

answer questions.” T1  

However, tapping into another person’s culture can led to misunderstandings.  

“Misunderstandings can be reduced if the learners learn to ask questions 

that seek answers to cultural practices/attitudes that are different. Taking time 

to probe underlying reasons for these things will help to understand better cul-

tural nuances.” T1  

“Going against the grain of unconscious conditioning is challenging. 

Challenging common stereotypes through questioning and discussion was a 

great cultural experience for the kids.” T2  

Pupils need to be equipped with the tools and strategies to be able to appreciate the 

nuances of different cultures. Teachers have an active role to provide the learners with 

the necessary tools and strategies to develop an appreciation of the role of culture on 

shaping behaviour and attitudes: 

“If we can learn to appreciate that other people’s behaviour and attitudes 

stem from cultural differences, then common ground can be found. It’s all 

about learning to respect difference.” T1  

“I think that for cultural learning to be effective it is critical to interrogate 

stereotypes, especially for this age group as adolescents are in the most 

formative years.” T2 

4.2 Embedding digital technologies in the classroom  

On-line tools would be quite new for some of the partners so there could be a need 

for more support from the National Support Service for the eTwinning programme to 

help the teachers familiarise themselves with the various digital technologies available 

to them through the programme. Different digital technology tools such as Kahoot for 

quizzes, Padlet, Infographics for poster design, Google Docs for working jointly on 

tasks, Google Sheets, or other collaborative tools are available so that the learners can 

work collaboratively with their partners. Communication tools such as email, forums, 

chat, video conference, blogs, wikis can be used for communication. The digital tools 

support communication in real time or through internal email or forums. Material can 

be uploaded onto the platform. Sharing the project products when it has been com-

pleted is also possible through blogs, school website, social media (Facebook, twit-

ter).  

The students’ privacy was secured as only the members of the project had access to 

the TwinSpace. E-safety and the protection of participants was always a key consider-

ation during the project. Personal details were not shared outside the TwinSpace and 

the public sharing of photos of participants was not permitted. Each school followed 

the e-safety guidelines for their individual school. Discussion about netiquette took 

place in each classroom prior to commencement of the project.  

With eTwinning operates there is no issue with ensuring that pupils stay safe online 

as the TwinSpace is a closed group, access is only for the members and their teachers. 

The students can work at the same or different time as suited their own schedules. 
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They reported on the success of the project in terms of creating a truly collaborative 

and authentic learning community: 

“Pupils genuinely worked together online. They answered each other’s 

questions and thought about what was the same and what was different, and 

could the reasons be for. They were thoughtful. It was not so much about the 

exchange of information, there was more of an interest in getting to know 

each other and comparing and analysing different cultural practices.” 

As [2] mentioned, co-operating with a peer possessing more cultural experience 

can be an effective means of supporting the process of co-constructing new cultural 

knowledge. This view is illustrated by a teacher’s comment:  

“Pupils were the experts and were teaching each other. They learned 

from each other, probably more than from relying on the textbook. It was in-

teresting for them to learn first-hand about different cultural practices and 

norms.” T1 

In this way, the pupils developed their knowledge. Teachers commented that: 

“Pupils enjoyed swapping their stories. They cared for the stories they ex-

changed. Seeing how their partners interpreted their stories was a valuable 

learning opportunity. Feeling appreciated helped keep the stories coming. 

New cultural knowledge was developed that helped them make sense of the 

foreign world.” T2 

Despite the positive dimension of experiencing another person’s story, there needs 

to be review and reflection on the experience for learning [26]. Learning is a complex 

process that requires effective pedagogy [32]. One cannot simply assume that learning 

will occur.  

One teacher observed that the learners developed competencies relevant for the fu-

ture: 

“We want our young people to know who they are, and what they value 

and why, to look beyond first impressions and to consider different perspec-

tives. Doing a cultural exchange with a foreign partner is a good way to 

build-up skills and knowledge that will be useful in the future.” T2  

Pupils learned that unquestioning cultural stereotypes leads to misunderstandings 

and inaccurate assumptions being made. For the future to be able to questions taken-

for-granted assumptions as a key skill for life in an increasingly diverse world.  

The value of using a more immersive digital learning experience was acknowl-

edged: 

“It was a fun and rich learning experience. Meeting fellow students in the 

quest for knowledge. It inspired me too to use more often digital tools with 

my pupils.” T1 

One teacher explained that she got involved in the project as she saw it as some-

thing that gave her pupils opportunities to learn outside the classroom: 

“Students learn to think twice, ask questions, and build self-

understanding. They develop an appreciation of cultural differences and 

share perspectives with peers from a different culture.” T2  

The pupils learned how to navigate the digital learning platform and become more 

independent from the teacher: 
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“Over time the pupils became very good at navigating the digital learning 

platform. Their digital skills developed as they became familiar with the var-

ious tools on the platform.” T2 

The teachers identified the value of using digital technologies to share learning and 

develop digital skills, although they did acknowledge that using digital technologies 

can be hard work and requires extra effort and commitment, especially in the early 

stages of a project [45]. It was an opportunity to gain knowledge through sharing and 

exploration of a different socio-cultural context. Digital technologies provided the 

tools for exploring stories and experiences from a cross-cultural perspective in order 

to promote understanding and develop an appreciation of different perspectives.  

This investigation is subject to at least two limitations. Teachers and students might 

have benefited from training offered by the National Support Services for eTwinning. 

If it had been proffered, perhaps it could have led participants to use more tools of-

fered by the platform. In addition, weaker students may have required more scaffold-

ing from their teacher and/or from other learners to support them in the project [31].  

5 Discussion  

This research enhances knowledge in the field in several ways. First, our ability to 

thrive in an increasingly connected world depends on “helping the next generation to 

respect and embrace diversity rather than fear and reject differences” [17, pp. 488-

489]. Unfortunately, education systems tend to struggle with how best to prepare 

students for diversity [18]. Accordingly, there seemingly is a need to explore innova-

tive inquiry-based pedagogical approaches to facilitate exploration of diversity. Doing 

so could aid learners to develop curiosity about cultures distinct from their own and 

thus gain appreciation for them. Teachers too can benefit as they collaborate with 

colleagues to plan and deliver online learning projects.  

Many schools would like to embed digital technologies in to practice, however ob-

stacles such as inadequate infrastructure, connectivity challenges and lack of technical 

support put barriers in the way of implementing digital technologies into teaching 

[12]. A first step though is to provide teachers with examples of actual projects they 

can easily incorporate into instruction and not to become disheartened with technolog-

ical glitches occur. Most students have smart phones nowadays and they can be used 

to keep the project going until the technological issue is resolved. The current study 

provides teachers with an example of a project in action where pupils use digital tech-

nologies to learn in an active student-led manner. 

Second, results of the current study highlight the potential offered by an inquiry-

based approach to educate through exposure to multiple perspectives in an online 

learning environment. The study demonstrated the significance of bringing the target 

language culture virtually into the foreign language classroom so that learners could 

get first-hand experiences of other cultures. This finding has implications for policy 

and practice where a strong case might be made for opening more foreign language 

classrooms to target language communities using digital technologies. Students inter-

action with age-cohort native speakers facilitated their motivation to learn each oth-

er’s language in order to use it as a communication tool.  
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Third, students took on the roles of cultural expert and novice in exchanges with 

partners. They scaffolded each other’s learning by providing cultural meanings, thus 

guiding discovery and meaning making through co-construction processes [22]. The 

findings suggest that understanding and making connecting with others through online 

communication affords opportunities for students to become teachers, as they share 

cultural knowledge in a collaborative digital space. Accordingly, the foregoing thus 

begs the following questions: Should online collaboration with native-speaking peers 

be part of the foreign language classroom? How can policy makers promote such 

projects? 

Although study findings cannot be generalized due to the small sample size and spe-

cific cultural contexts, they do show that there may well be merit in connecting learn-

ers through diverse digital tools and cultures. This investigation demonstrates that 

technologies afford benefits to adolescents by fostering active, social collaboration in 

digital learning spaces. This milieu seems fruitful for development of learners’ inter-

cultural, and digital skills in a student-centred inquiry-based approach to learning. [9] 

recommend that digital technologies projects be fully integrated with curriculum and 

instruction, and teacher professional development and coaching is essential for effec-

tive teaching and learning. The above becomes all the more pertinent in the wake of 

the current COVID-19 pandemic. In particular, as it impacts on requirements around 

social distancing, remote learning and the very continuity of educational programmes 

over the school year or semester. Could COVID-19 be the catalyst we need to fully 

embrace educational digitalisation?  
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8 Appendix 

Table 1.  The ABCs of Cultural Understanding and Communication Model Applied to the 

Current Study (Finkbeiner & Lazar, 2015; Masterson, 2017; Ruggiano Schmidt, 1998, 

1999; Ruggiano Schmidt & Finkbeiner, 2006) 

Student Steps Part of the ABCs Model and Language Used to 

Complete Task 

Step 1: (A) Reflect on the self and write an 

autobiography 

Autobiography in the mother tongue of one’s life story  

Step 2: (B) Interview partner from other culture 

with aim of writing partner’s biography 

Biography in the foreign language based on an interview 

of the partner  

Step 3: (C1) Conduct cross-cultural comparison Cross-cultural comparison in the foreign language 

comparing similarities and differences depicted in Venn 
diagram  

Step 4: (C2) Cultural self-analysis Cultural self-analysis of differences in the foreign lan-

guage 

Table 2.  Analytical Strategy for the Study 

Phase 1: Open coding--broad participant-driven descriptive coding of the participants’ autobiographies, 

emails, biographies, cross-cultural analysis material, and reflective essays into discrete codes 

Phase 2: Selective coding--researcher-led coding of categories generated in Phase 1 into sub-catagorised 

coding  

Phase 3: Consolidated coding--reorganizing, merging, renaming, and distilling categories from each of the 

sets of codes generated in phases 1 & 2 under the three major themes: 

Codes that address extent to which participants reflected on themselves and their own culture 
Codes that address extent to which participants reflected on their partner and his or her culture 

Codes that address extent to which participants enhanced digital skills 

Phase 4: Written analytical memos (first draft of findings) 

Phase 5: Validation of analytical memos (checking that findings accurately represent participants’ voices)  

Phase 6: Synthesis of analytical memos 
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