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The need to prepare students for an increasingly interconnected, culturally and linguis-

tically diverse world has been emphasised repeatedly in recent years and is an important 

objective not only in the field of language teaching and learning, but in higher education 

(HE) in general. With a specific focus on German as a foreign language (GFL), this paper 

will show how key competences for language learners such as critical thinking, colla-

boration and intercultural awareness can be developed through the implementation of the 

Intercultural Reflection Team (iRT) method. While the iRT method, based on peer super-

vision, was originally designed to promote dialogue between academics facing teaching 

challenges across regions, countries and disciplines, this paper will show how the method 

can be applied in the context of teaching German as a foreign language, using the 

example of a telecollaborative project between students at level B2 and above (according 

to the CEFR- Common European Framework of Reference) at Durham University and 

the University of Urbino. 

 

1. Introduction 

It is widely accepted, as evidenced by the Common European Framework of Reference 

for Languages (CEFR) (Council of Europe 2020) and the QAA (2023) for Languages, 

Cultures and Societies (LCS), that a key objective of language education today is to go 

beyond communicative competence (Beacco et al. 2016) and to enable language learn-

ers to encounter the linguistic and cultural diversity inherent to our global societies. The 

QAA LCS Benchmark statement (2023) makes a clear case for more inclusive ap-

proaches to language education, emphasising the importance of avoiding exclusionary 

assumptions about language competence. This includes challenging the notion of the 

“native speaker” which links language ability to nationality rather than measured 

proficiency (QAA 2023). In this regard, the LCS Statement stresses the significance of 

including a range of linguistic varieties and cultural formats in LCS courses, with the 

aim of encouraging students to critically reflect on the concept of a ‘standard language’' 

and the relationship between language and cultural identity, thus highlighting that our 

societies today are highly heterogeneous and characterised by an increasing range of 

linguistic and cultural diversity (Peskoller 2022b). Another key factor in language 

education today, accelerated by the increase in technology-mediated situations resulting 
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from the Covid-19 pandemic and the rise of technological developments such as 

generative AI, is that the digital has become an almost integral aspect of active partici-

pation in society. With digital and non-digital realities often merging, the notion of 

(post)digital citizenship1 is evolving as a new core competence for all learners (Villar-

Onrubia et al. 2022). Already prior to these rapid developments, Hauck (2007) 

emphasised the importance for language learners to develop multimodal communicative 

competence (also called multiliteracies), which is defined as “a set of skills related to 

communicating in the globalized, culturally and linguistically diverse world using 

multimedia communication tools available on the Internet” (Ensor et al. 2017). 

In this context, and with the aim of achieving and integrating the above objectives, such 

as enhancing multimodal communication skills, challenging the native-speaker norm, 

fostering critical thinking and peer learning, as well as promoting cultural awareness, a 

telecollaboration project was set up with students of German from a British (Durham 

University) and an Italian (University of Urbino) university using the Intercultural 

Reflection Team Method (iRT), designed to facilitate reflective processes that encour-

age critical thinking and problem-solving.  

In the following we will present the theoretical basis of the project by discussing the 

value of telecollaboration and the integration of the iRT method into the language class-

room as a means of creating opportunities for intercultural learning and authentic 

language acquisition. This is followed by a description of the project, including its 

objectives and implementation, and an analysis of the feedback received from the 

students.  The paper concludes with an outline of future plans to establish a network of 

universities utilising the iRT method in their teaching practices. This approach involves 

the use of virtual exchange and reflection techniques to facilitate learners' acquisition of 

intercultural awareness and experience of linguistic diversity in the target language. In 

doing so, it is in accordance with the Internationalisation at Home agenda, which aims 

to purposefully integrate “international and intercultural dimensions into the formal and 

informal curriculum for all students within domestic learning environments” (Beelen & 

Jones, 2015: 69). 

 
1
  The European Commission's Digital Competence framework (2018) and UNESCO's Digital Literacy 

Global Framework provide detailed examples of the skills, knowledge and attitudes that citizens need 

to engage in citizenship through digital technologies. 
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2. The Potential of telecollaboration in the context of GFL 

Telecollaboration is typically defined as “internet-based intercultural exchange between 

people of different cultural/national backgrounds, set up in an institutional context with 

the aim of developing both language skills and intercultural communicative competence 

(as defined by Byram 1997) through structured tasks” (Guth & Helm 2010: 14). In the 

field of second language acquisition, the term telecollaboration is used to describe a 

process whereby groups of learners with diverse cultural backgrounds engage in pro-

longed, virtual interactions and collaborative activities (O’Dowd & O’Rourke 2019). 

Over the past few decades, there has been a gradual increase in awareness of the 

benefits of telecollaboration in foreign language education (e.g., Jackson 2012; 

Liddicoat & Scarino 2013) and numerous publications and teaching projects highlight 

the potential of virtual exchange and telecollaborative learning in regard to language 

acquisition (Dooly & O’Dowd 2018) and the promotion of intercultural communication 

competence (Godwin-Jones 2019). It has even been argued that telecollaboration should 

become a standard and integral part of foreign language education (e.g. Çiftçi & Savaş 

2018; Lewis & O’Dowd 2016; O’Dowd 2016; Thorne 2016). In addition to the primary 

objectives of utilising telecollaboration in language learning, to enhance learners’ pro-

ficiency in the target language, their digital literacy, and their intercultural competence 

(O’Dowd & Lewis 2016), it can also help to increase learner motivation by providing 

authentic language situations in a student-centered telecollaborative environment (e.g. 

Loch & Páal 2020; Yang 2020)  

Nevertheless, the value and effectiveness of telecollaboration have also been questioned 

(e.g. Liddicoat & Scarino 2013; Train 2006) for example for the potential reinforcement 

of cultural stereotypes (e.g., Flowers et al. 2019; Guth et al. 2012; Kirschner 2015). It is 

therefore important to emphasise that the gains in terms of language and cultural under-

standing are not automatic and that exchanges must be carefully constructed and 

conducted in accordance with best practice (Godwin-Jones 2019). These legitimate 

concerns are discussed further in the objectives of the project and have also been 

considered in the analysis of the results and feedback received for the project as a 

whole. 
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2.1 Recognizing Linguistic Diversity 

Initially, and still to this day, bilingual exchanges have mainly focused on the 

development of language skills, following the “input-interactionist paradigm of second 

language acquisition” (Godwin-Jones 2019: 10), where learners engage with each other 

via audio or video videoconferencing, guided by teachers on topics of conversation or 

assigned tasks (Chun 2015). The two most prevalent telecollaborative models in this 

regard are the e-tandem and the blended intercultural model (Chun 2015). The former 

encompasses projects in which speakers with different L1 (first languages) are paired to 

engage in synchronous or asynchronous conversation, using both languages for an 

equivalent duration (Godwin-Jones 2019). The latter combines language learning with a 

cultural component (Da Costa et al. 2018) and includes participants responding to 

culturally oriented questionnaires, engaging in discussion forums, and discussing their 

experiences either in-class or online (Chun 2014; Furstenberg & English 2016).  

The project discussed in this paper combines aspects of several existing models of tele-

collaboration but takes a different approach by bringing together students of German 

from different linguistic backgrounds (UK and Italy), none of whom are first language 

speakers of the target language or have spent any significant time abroad in the target 

culture. The rationale for choosing this approach was to move away from bilateral 

exchange models where one of the exchange partners is a first language speaker of the 

target language, as these models are often based on the idea that the first language 

speaker is not only the ideal linguistic expert, but also a model and expert on everything 

related to the culture of the target language (Byram & Wagner 2018). This view, which 

still often underpins language teaching and telecollaborative projects, ignores the 

complex diversity of today's society and portrays linguistic diversity in a negative light, 

as the “NSL2 construct supports the marginalization and devaluing of bilingual, multi-

lingual, and intercultural discourse practices that have been shown to be basic to tele-

collaboration” (Train 2006: 258). Indeed, one of the benefits of telecollaboration is that 

it can introduce students to linguistic diversity and variation, and to the reality that the 

assumed culturally homogeneous target culture is in fact quite diverse and will be per-

ceived differently by different learners of the target language (Godwin-Jones 2019: 16). 

Furthermore, studies suggest that interactions between non-first language speakers have 

 
2  “native standard language“ (Train 2006: 254). 
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the potential to facilitate a reduction in the inherent power differential, typically asso-

ciated with telecollaborative exchanges between first language and non-first language 

speakers. This is due to neither of the exchange partners being regarded as the expert, 

which can assist learners in feeling less anxious about making mistakes and can enhance 

their confidence to participate (Guarda 2013). In alignment with this approach, the 

decision was made to diverge from the conventional practice of utilising English as a 

lingua franca for the project (Godwin-Jones 2019). Instead, students were encouraged to 

use German throughout the project, with the intention of exposing them to 'non-

standard' German accents which highlight the linguistic diversity and is more reflective 

of the German language. 

2.2 From Language Learning to Intercultural Learning 

In consideration of the graduate skills outlined in the QAA (2023) benchmark statement 

and their alignment with the key competences (e.g. critical thinking, problem-solving, 

collaboration) set out in the Guidance for Education for Sustainable Development 

(AdvHE/QAA 2021) and the Guidance for Global Citizenship Education (UNESCO, 

2015), it was essential that the project went beyond providing students with the oppor-

tunity to practice the target language and also encouraged processes of critical reflection 

on topics related to language learning in general and German in particular. 

A key aim in this regard was to promote a non-essentialist understanding of inter-

culturality, emphasising the fluid and constructed nature of the concept (Holliday & 

MacDonald 2020), by focusing on the individual person and their unique “experience-

based, socially influenced perspective” (Risager 2012: 106). Hoping to move away from 

the idea of the existence of homogeneous national cultures, the project approach sought 

to draw attention to the dynamic, highly individualised nature of culture, which is 

constantly being redefined and shaped (Risager 2018) through the encounters of 

individuals who negotiate meaning and “bring their own identities and cultures” (Byram 

2021: 51) to the situation. In practice, this meant that the online space of the tele-

collaborative project was to be seen as a manifestation of culture itself, or rather what 

Holliday (1999) calls a ‘small culture’, with an emphasis on interaction, dialogue and 

negotiation of meaning and perspectives, without making the students representatives of 

their national ‘culture’. By getting students to reflect on questions relating to their 

individual experiences of language learning, rather than comparing how languages are 

taught in the UK versus Italy in general, the aim was to raise awareness that they are all 
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culturally and linguistically different from each other (Peskoller 2022a), even if they 

share the same nationality. The rationale behind this approach was to foster an under-

standing of the relativity of culture, thereby preventing the reproduction of stereotypes. 

Instead, the objective was to equip learners with the skills necessary for intercultural 

learning, including empathy, critical thinking, and an awareness of diverse socio-

cultural identities. Starting from the catalogue of criteria for intercultural learning 

activities (Peskoller 2022a), where reflection, self-reflection and negotiation of perspec-

tives are key elements, designing the telecollaborative project based on the iRT method 

offered the possibility to stimulate intercultural learning processes. 

3. The intercultural Reflecting Team (iRT) method 

The intercultural Reflecting Team method is part of the IntRef project3, which combines 

innovative methods to enhance and internationalise reflection practices in teaching in 

higher education. So far, the method has been used to connect academics across insti-

tutional and national boundaries via videoconferencing to share critical incidents related 

to learning, teaching and assessment in higher education . Originally, the method was 

developed for the therapy context and involved a therapist talking to a patient while a 

team of fellow therapists observed and discussed what they saw behind a one-way 

screen. Key elements of the intercultural Reflection Teams method are thus spatial 

separation and the generation of multiple perspectives on a problem and how to solve it 

(Reimann et al. 2020).  

The abilities to reflect and to develop the capacity for critical reflection are considered 

to be fundamental to the processes of intercultural learning and gaining important global 

citizenship skills (UNESCO 2015). In the context of German as a Foreign Language, 

this also encompasses an understanding of the significance of a reflective awareness of 

language use. One concept that is of importance in this regard and has influenced the 

project approach is that of symbolic competence (Kramsch 2014). This concept under-

stands language as a social practice and goes beyond mere linguistic proficiency. It 

emphasises the importance “to interpret intentions behind the message, understand the 

use of symbolic systems and their social, historical and ideological significance and to 

imagine the influence of other languages on the way one thinks and communicates” 

 
3  https://sites.durham.ac.uk/intref/.  

https://sites.durham.ac.uk/intref/
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(Müller-Hartmann & Kurek 2016: 132). The distinct phases of the iRT approach, 

namely capture, sharing, discussion and reflection, appeared to be conducive to foster-

ing this kind of reflection and critical thinking. 

After taking part in several online meetings based on the method, the idea arose to use it 

in the context of German as a foreign language teaching and to explore its potential for 

both authentic communication opportunities and intercultural learning. For the tele-

collaborative project, a hybrid scenario for the implementation of this method was 

chosen. This included individual face-to-face elements with the two different groups of 

students in Durham and Urbino, as well as a virtual exchange meeting in which every-

one participated. 

3.1 Implementing the iRT method – Project outline 

The telecollaborative project was developed in close adherence to the original iRT 

method and was integrated into the modules at the individual universities, namely a B2 

course for students of the Institution Wide Language Programme (IWLP) in Durham 

(German Stage 5), consisting of eleven students, and a C1 degree course in Urbino 

(LIM-LET C1), consisting of nine students. The B2 and C1 courses were deliberately 

paired due to the exceptional proficiency level of the Durham cohort that year. At the 

outset of the academic year, the students were informed of the project’s timeline and 

introduced to the original iRT method. A total of two contact hours were dedicated to 

the project in both courses, with one hour allocated for the introduction of the project 

and the other for the implementation of the telecollaborative exchange. 

For the first step of the project (Capture), students were asked to describe in German in 

200 words a problem or critical incident they had encountered as language learners. The 

prompt was left very open, so as not to restrict the students too much in describing their 

cases. As part of this, students were also asked what they had done to resolve their indi-

vidual problems/critical incidents themselves, and they had to come up with a specific 

question that they would like to discuss in the online meeting at the end of the project. 

This part of the project was designed to give students the opportunity to develop their 

productive skills and to write down and describe a specific problem in a clear and 

concise way. Before sharing their individual written cases with all project participants, 

students received individual written feedback on the accuracy and coherence of their 

cases from their respective teachers. Students then had the chance to review their cases 
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again before sharing them. It is important to note that the teachers did not provide feed-

back on the individual cases themselves, only on accuracy and coherence, so as not to 

influence what the students wanted to share. The aim of this phase was for students to 

reflect individually on the problems they had encountered, how they had managed to 

solve them, or in some cases, how they had not, and what they could have done differ-

ently. It was hoped that this would reveal the students’ unique perspective and approach 

to dealing with the problems they encountered on their journey as language learners.  

In the second step of the project (Share), the students’ anonymized cases were shared 

via Padlet4 and all students had access to each other’s cases. This approach was taken to 

avoid students making ‘cultural assumptions’ about individual submissions, as it was 

not clear whether a submission came from a Durham University student or a student 

from the University of Urbino. It is important to note, however, that this approach did 

not yield the desired outcome. This was due to the specificity of some of the examples, 

which revealed the university at which the case provider was based. At this point in the 

process, students were also given the opportunity to cast their votes for the cases they 

found most intriguing. The three cases that received the greatest number of votes were 

subsequently selected by the teaching staff for discussion in greater detail during the 

online meeting scheduled at the end of term. 

In this phase, students were provided with the opportunity to evaluate their own prob-

lems in comparison with those of their peers, and to reflect on their personal values and 

methods of problem-solving in the context of their peers’ approaches. The objective was 

to highlight that, despite the existence of certain commonalities, each individual pos-

sesses a distinctive approach to problem-solving. Moreover, this approach is not inher-

ently linked to a specific cultural background; rather, it is shaped by the individual's 

unique experiences. 

In the third and final stage (Discussion & Reflection), students from both universities 

participated in a one-hour online meeting, facilitated by the teaching staff. The meeting 

was structured into four phases and concentrated on the development of the students' 

oral communication skills. The first phase of the meeting was based on the oral re-

sharing of the individual cases that had been selected through the aforementioned voting 

process. Each individual student (case provider) began by summarising the main points 

 
4  https://padlet.com/.  

https://padlet.com/
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of their case, which had already been shared via Padlet. The remaining participants were 

permitted to request further details or clarification pertaining to the case. Subsequently, 

the case provider posed a precise question aiming to resolve the issue, which the other 

participants then had to discuss. Once all queries had been addressed, the case provider 

proceeded to mute themselves and turn off their camera, thereby allowing the remaining 

participants to engage in a discussion regarding potential alternative solutions to the 

problem. During this discussion, the case provider took notes on the new perspectives 

gained. At the conclusion of the discussion, the case provider was requested to unmute 

once more and share and reflect on the new insights gained, as well as the potential in-

fluence these may have on their approach to solving similar problems in the future. This 

approach was repeated for all three cases.  

Contrary to the apprehension that the students' collaboration in the online meeting 

would be largely dependent on the moderation of the teaching staff, this proved to be an 

unfounded concern. The students demonstrated a notable level of engagement in the dis-

cussion, with all participants having their cameras turned on and providing constructive 

feedback. This allowed the teaching staff to maintain a background presence, and the 

discussion was student-centred.  

3.2 Results and student feedback 

In order to evaluate the students’ perception of the project and to identify potential areas 

for improvement, the students were invited to complete a feedback questionnaire at the 

end of the project. The feedback form was provided in German, but students were also 

permitted to respond in either English or Italian.  

The survey was designed to obtain feedback on the following five aspects: the develop-

ment of problem-solving skills and the creation of new perspectives; the stimulation of 

intercultural exchange and the promotion of intercultural competence; the perception of 

the iRT-Method; the improvement of language skills; and the positive and negative 

aspects of the project. Some of the questions were open-ended, while others provided 

the students with a five-point Likert scale, with values ranging from five (indicating 

complete disagreement) to one (indicating complete agreement). A sample of the 

questionnaire can be found in the appendix, including the consent form for the project at 

the beginning of the questionnaire which made students aware that all collected data 

would be anonymised. In order to facilitate the analysis of the results, the values one 
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and two were assigned the code for agreement, three was assigned the code for neutral-

ity, and four and five were assigned the code for disagreement. A total of 12 out of the 

20 participating students decided to complete the survey.  

The majority of students (nine out of twelve) indicated that the project facilitated more 

meaningful reflection on a problem and offered new perspectives. However, two 

students did not perceive the project as beneficial in this regard (cf. Graph 1). 

 

Graph 1 Project being perceived as helpful to reflect on a problem and gain new perspectives 

on problems 

The iRT method was also perceived positively, as evidenced by student responses 1-4 

(Italian and German comments were translated by the authors into English). The stu-

dents expressed particular appreciation for the opportunity to select the problems to be 

discussed in the meeting, as well as for the chance to interact with students from other 

countries and gain insight into their perspectives. 

 1. It was good because it was possible to choose topics that we all found interesting. That’s 

why we discussed topics that were relevant. 

2. I think it’s a very nice way to meet people from other places without going to the place 

itself.  

3. I’ve never had this experience, and I think it’s very interesting. You don’t just hear the 

opinions of your familiar fellow students, but also the opinions of people you don’t know. 

4. It can be useful because we can discuss different aspects and understand the perspective of 

other people. 

In terms of the stimulation of intercultural exchange and the promotion of intercultural 

awareness, the majority of students (nine out of twelve) found the exchange with 

students of German from another university interesting. Only two students expressed 
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disagreement (cf. Graph 2). Furthermore, all twelve students provided positive respons-

es with regard to their perception of the concept of an intercultural exchange in German 

(cf. student answers 5-8). The students expressed particular appreciation for the 

utilisation of German as a lingua franca, as well as the fact that the exchange facilitated 

the generation of new ideas and perspectives and addressed linguistic and cultural 

challenges.    

  

Graph 2 Finding it interesting to get in touch with German students from a different university 

5. It is a very good experience to practice the language. It is also nice because we can have 

new perspectives. 

6. I think it is useful to confront both linguistic and cultural difficulties that one may en-

counter while studying German language and culture. 

7. I like it! It’s interesting to see German as an international language. 

8. I believe that an intercultural exchange in German is very important and mentally educa-

tional because you learn a lot and can improve your intercultural and communication 

skills. 

The enhancement of the students’ intercultural competencies was met with a more 

nuanced set of responses. The responses on the Likert-type scale showed some varia-

tion, with four students indicating that the project had facilitated an enhancement in 

their intercultural competencies, five students neither concurring nor dissenting, and 

three students expressing a contrary opinion (cf. Graph 3). Subsequently, an open-ended 

question was posed to ascertain the extent to which the project had assisted or hindered 

the students in developing their intercultural competencies. The students’ responses 

were more favourable than those provided on the Likert-type scale (cf. student answers 

9-10). However, some comments did not address intercultural competence, but rather 
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discussed the learning of German culture (cf. student answer 11) or language skills (cf. 

student answer 12). 

 

Graph 3 Perceived improvement of intercultural competence due to project 

9. The cases we discussed were about our experiences of language learning and culture and, 

as we were talking to Italian students, they had different perspectives on the topics being 

discussed. Therefore, it was possible to get a broader world perspective. 

10. The project helped me to improve my intercultural skills because I had the opportunity to 

discuss my language problems with people of another mother tongue. We all had 

different ideas, and this exchange of information was very useful. 

11. Through the project I did not discover new things about German culture, and therefore 

did not improve my cultural competence. However, in the final part I liked and found 

interesting the question about intercultural competencies, which made me think about 

what they are and what it means to have them. 

12. It helped talking in German with people from other countries. 

The responses regarding the students’ language skills were also somewhat disparate in 

nature. A total of six out of the twelve students indicated that their German language 

skills had improved as a result of the project. Five students neither agreed nor disagreed 

with this statement and one student disagreed with the statement (see Graph 4). A 

subsequent question was posed to the students, inquiring as to the extent to which they 

perceived the project to have assisted them in improving their German language skills. 

While only half of the students indicated that the project had assisted them in improving 

their German, the responses to the open-ended question were predominantly positive 

(cf. student answers 13-15). One student did, however, provide a negative response (cf. 

student answer 16). 
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Graph 4 Perceived improvement of German competence due to project 

13.  The project has helped me a lot, mainly because now I have found solutions to some of 

my language problems and therefore, I can try to improve my German. I believe that it 

is always useful to listen to other people’s opinions. 

14. The project helped me improve my language skills, especially my listening and 

comprehension skills, as I had to understand what my colleagues were saying. 

15.  I believe that the project helped me to be less afraid when speaking. 

16.  This project did not help me to improve my German because the meeting was a bit 

short. 

Finally, the students were invited to share their opinions on the project, offering positive 

and negative feedback. The aspect that the student appreciated the most was the fact that 

the project was conducted with students of German, as opposed to with German first 

speakers. A significant number of students reported feeling more at ease and less 

apprehensive when speaking German in this context, without the sense of “linguistic 

inferiority” (see student responses 17-19). Other positive aspects were the topics, the 

ideas presented, and the diverse perspectives exchanged during the meeting to address 

challenges in learning German. Additionally, the active involvement of all participants 

through the guidance of the instructors was highlighted as positive.  

17. I liked the structure of the project and interacting with German students from another 

country. 

18. I felt free to speak because German was not the mother tongue of the other students 

either. 

19. I like that we all have the same problems with the German language. That’s why I didn’t 

feel alone with my fears. 

The primary criticism pertains to the limited time available for discussion. The majority 

of students indicated that they would have benefited from a longer meeting, allowing for 
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a more in-depth examination of each case, a greater opportunity to reflect on the 

contributions of their peers, and a longer speaking time (cf. student answers 20-21). 

Moreover, it was observed that the utilisation of ZOOM technology on occasion imped -

ed effective communication, rendering it more challenging to comprehend the perspec-

tives of other participants (cf. student answer 22). Ultimately, one of the student re-

sponses indicated that the project did not facilitate an enhanced understanding of 

culture. This response (cf. student response 23) is noteworthy insofar as it exemplifies 

an essentialist understanding of culture as a static entity, that is to say, as something that 

can be clearly categorised into distinct groups, such as “us” and “them”. This perspec-

tive was arguably something the project sought to move away from, with an emphasis 

on individual reflection and the avoidance of direct comparisons, showing that “cultures 

are relative” (Liddicoat & Scarino 2013: 24). Nevertheless, it constitutes an essential 

input, demonstrating the necessity to adapt the project in order to foster more in-depth 

reflection and to advance a non-essentialist and critical understanding of interculturality.  

20. Perhaps there was little time to think about the questions. 

21. Perhaps we had too little time to talk 

22. It was sometimes difficult to hear the other participants as it was on Zoom. 

23. Perhaps we could discuss other topics, such as the differences between our cultures and 

the culture of Germany. 

3.3 Discussion of results 

The students’ positive feedback suggests that the project was, on the whole, well 

received. The students valued the integration of the iRT method, which proved an 

effective approach to fostering collaboration between learners from diverse linguistic 

and cultural backgrounds. The discussion held during the meeting provided a forum for 

the exchange of new ideas, alternative perspectives, and diverse approaches to problem-

solving. The opportunity to engage in an intercultural exchange with students of 

German abroad was met with a high level of approval. In particular, the use of German 

as a lingua franca, as opposed to English, and the opportunity to collaborate with other 

learners of the language instead of first speakers, were noted as beneficial aspects of the 

project. This outcome serves to reinforce the project’s objective of advancing telecolla-

boration formats that diverge from bilateral exchanges in which the first speaker is 

viewed as the “ideal cultural and linguistic expert” (Godwin-Jones 2019:16), capable 

and willing to offer informed comments on language use and cultural topics (Train 
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2006). Rather than adhering to this narrow understanding of the “native speaker”, the 

project highlighted the need to promote a more nuanced understanding of plurilingual 

learner profiles by emphasising linguistic diversity. 

Nevertheless, it is apparent that there are several aspects of the project that require 

further attention and revisions to be made in future versions. In particular, it became 

evident that a one-hour meeting at the end of the project was insufficient. It would have 

been beneficial for students if they had had additional opportunities to engage in 

activities leading up to the final meeting, both in-class and online. Allocating more time 

and linking tasks could hopefully also enhance students’ perceptions of the value they 

derived from the project in terms of language acquisition, as this was one of the areas 

where the project received mixed responses. In order to facilitate these adaptations, it 

would be ideal for future exchange projects using the iRT method to be integrated more 

seamlessly into the curriculum at the different participating universities. However, this 

presents certain challenges, as the courses often do not run in parallel. While this is less 

problematic in terms of tasks and reflection activities conducted in class, it becomes 

more difficult in respect of arranging online meetings which must take place during 

class time to ensure that all students can attend.  

Furthermore, future implementations of the project should consider the importance of 

allowing students sufficient time to become acquainted with one another, thereby 

establishing trust, which can in turn enable more productive discussions. This aspect 

was not fully addressed in the project, which concentrated on the development of ana-

lytical skills and the fostering of students’ adaptability to engage in more spontaneous 

discussions. Nevertheless, it is evident that the desired outcomes in terms of critical 

reflection and collaboration would have been enhanced by an initial phase of informal 

interaction and familiarisation. An alternative approach to enhancing the intrinsic value 

of the project would be to incorporate more complex topics (e.g. structural and political 

realities) that prompt a more critical and analytical discussion (Agar 1994; O’Dowd 

2011). By exposing students to potential disputes and challenging scenarios, their 

interpretative abilities and comprehension of discourses and their impact on individuals 

can be enhanced (Müller-Hartmann & Kurek 2016). This perspective is consistent with 

the view put forward by the transformative learning theory, which suggests that such 

complex situations can act “as catalysts for reflection and changes in viewpoint” (Crane 

et al. 2017: 228). In this context, it would be necessary for the teacher to take a more 
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active role in preparing students in order to lead a constructive and informed discussion 

and to avoid possible misunderstandings.  

Finally, future projects should include elements that allow active discussion and 

reflection on the perceptions of intercultural competence and interculturality. This could 

entail presenting students with brief research articles on ICC5 and developments in 

intercultural education. Incorporating this phase could assist students in connecting 

theory and practice (Belz 2002; Schneider & Von der Emde 2006) more effectively and 

can help to promote a non-essentialist understanding of culture. 

4. Conclusion and outlook 

The project demonstrated that integrating the iRT method into telecollaborative 

language projects can offer invaluable opportunities for reflection and foster engage-

ment among students from diverse linguistic and cultural backgrounds. While not all of 

the objectives were met during the pilot phase of the project, the overall feedback was 

still positive. The incorporation of feedback received will inform the design of sub-

sequent projects, which will include additional phases as previously discussed. As the 

cohort of students participating in the inaugural project was relatively limited in size, 

the feedback collected is not sufficiently representative and further data must be 

gathered. In pursuit of this objective, we are currently engaged in the process of 

establishing an international network of German teachers who utilise this methodology 

in their teaching practice.  To date, the University of Barcelona and the University of 

Bologna have expressed interest in participating. At this time, we are still in discussion 

regarding the alignment of the modules, with the goal of potentially running the next 

telecollaborative project in 2025. 

Should this prove successful, the intention is to extend the network beyond German as a 

foreign language, thereby opening it up to language learners and teachers of different 

languages. Plans are also in place to collaborate more closely with the original 

intercultural reflection team with the objective of further developing the approach, with 

a stronger focus on students. 

 
5  Intercultural communicative competence, as defined by Byram (1997: 2021). 
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