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As communication via telecommunications become easier, learning through
online technologies is made possible. In a telecommunications project among US
preservice teachers and Taiwanese English as a Second Language learners,
Taiwanese students practiced English language and discussed cultural
information with US partners who served as online tutors. Data revealed that
Taiwanese ESL learners perceived online learning of English language and
American culture to be valuable for its authenticity. Instructions on intercultural
communication skills were found to be necessary prior to the connection in order
to help eliminate misunderstandings between participants of two countries. The
success of online learning depended on several factors such as participants'
motivation, participants' attitudes, technology, preparation, and support services.

Furthermore, Taiwanese learners who had successful experiences applied ten
strategies to their ESL learning. These strategies were employed during a circular

process of online learning.
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The purpose of this research was to investigate a telecommunications project for Taiwanese students to learn

the English language and acquire cultural information through online technologies. Preservice teachers (PSTs)

at a state university in the United States worked with Taiwanese learners of English as a Second Language
(ESL) at a Taiwanese university. The goal of the research was to study intercultural online learning.

In Taiwan, many scholars have been discussing the need for educational reform and change of instructional

methods [7][36]. One change under consideration is increased use of online instruction. Taiwanese researchers

suggested that the educational reform should include the adoption of methods proposed in the West (i.e., the

United States, Great Britain, Australia, and other English-speaking countries), such as involving students in

active learning, teaching critical thinking skills, and incorporating individualized instruction [41[25]. Harasim

(1990) and Owston (1997) believed that instruction could be enhanced by online teaching. They have stated

that online instruction allows for active learning, idea generating, idea linking, and idea structuring as well as

helps the students to develop skills in critical thinking and problem solving. Individualized instruction is

supported because both synchronous and asynchronous modes of instruction are workable through

technologies.

When online teaching is used as a language instructional method, it remedies Taiwan's geographical isolation

as an island and provides opportunities for ESL learners to communicate in an authentic English environment.
Successful second language (1.2) learning includes not only knowing the linguistic features of the language

but also understanding the cultural concepts [14). Sayers and Brown (1987) remarked, "foreign language
.students need authentic contacts with native speakers and much practice in a range of language skills --
including reading and writing -- if they are to develop cultural awareness and communicative competence" (p.

23). L2 learners learn language and culture if instruction is facilitated by supportive individualized learning
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activities 1131. These activities must address the learner's current language level (Krashen's stage of i) and the
level beyond the present language and literacy capacities (Krashen's stage of i 1)1211. Telecommunications
can help overcome the limitations of laiwanese isolation by providing for supportive and authentic language
instruction.

2 Literature Review

Learning, through telecommunications has evolved during the 1990s in the West and has proved to be
successful 111181. To bring inure applications into Taiwan, we need to Iir'st explore Taiwanese students' needs
and attitudes in the use of such technology. Some scholars stated that Asian students employ different learning
strategies than students in the West [ 7][32]. Cheng (1980) pointed out that the educational system in Taiwan
has adopted many di fferent educational methods developed in the West; however, utilization has been
non-systematic and inappropriate fur societal needs in Taiwan. Furthermore, Stewart (1985) and Dooley (1995)
noted that the applications of educational technology in other countries besides the United States may be
unsuitable because of cultural non-transferability. For instance, other cultures may value a different set of
learning and teaching modes when compared to the United States, or they may have insufficient equipment for
advanced technological applications. Taiwanese scholars have also urged that future investigations must be
done specifically on distance-learning courses in Taiwan [6][37]. Therefore, close examination must be
carried out prior to fully adopting new telecommunication technologies as learning tools in Taiwan.

As technology advances. communication over a distance and across cultures becomes easier and inevitable.
However, very little can be found in the literature that addresses issues of online intercultural communication
and the design considerations that would enhance such interaction. Lee (1999) urged designers and instructors
of computer-based instruction to take cultural issues into consideration when developing learning
environments and technology integration within curricula. Caution must be taken, especially when
intercultural contacts occur in an online learning context, because communicators may not be who they seem
to be online [28]. .

Collis and Remmers (1997) pointed out that to allow successful online cross-cultural contact, at least four
issues have to be taken into consideration: communication and interaction, language, content, and
representation form. First, communication and interaction are easily misinterpreted across cultures. According
to the two researchers, more communication and interaction are not necessarily better than less, and
well-structured communication may be preferable for wider audiences. Second, because language includes
verbal and nonverbal cultural communication, those developing cross-cultural online instruction must be
sensitive to cultural differences in communication styles. Third, designers must choose cross-cultural course
content. Last, visuals can overcome problems associated with text-based language. However, one must be
sensitive to cultural differences in the acceptability and interpretability of various aspects of visualization.

Research on online connections has been conducted in many areas during this decade. Projects connecting
students with teachers or other students in multiple locations were implemented in many subject areas such as
science [22], history [3], teaching [27], and language arts [35]. Similar projects in the area of foreign language
learning are found in the teaching of Portuguese [20], Russian [30], Spanish [24], and ESL [19][33]. The
results of these studies mainly stated how the participants at different sites benefited from the connection in
increased technical competence, personal development, language improvement, and more meaningful cultural
exchanges. No research has been found that explores the learning strategies used by students while learning a
L2 online and the issues encountered during their online intercultural communications.

3 Purposes and Research Questions

There were three purposes of this study: first, understanding the Taiwanese ESL learners' perceptions of
learning through distance technologies; second, exploring issues related to online intercultural communication;
and third, identifying the learning strategies the Taiwanese learners employed during distance learning to
accomplish the acquisition of ESL and understanding of American culture. The three research questions
guided the study were:
(1) How do ESL learners in Taiwan perceive language acquisition and cultural understanding via distance

learning technologies after the experience?
(2) What intercultural phenomena can be observed in online learning fir Taiwanese students'?
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(3) What online learning strategies do the Taiwanese use while learning the English language and learning
about American culture?

4 Method

This study employed a qualitative research design. This design enabled the researcher to inquire, comprehend,
and describe the experiencing world of the participants and the meaning of these experiences [2][26].

4.1 Participants

The project involved students in two different countries: US and Taiwan. There were 40 PSTs in the United
States who took either EDTC 305: Instructional Technology: Theory and Practice or INST 462: Language
Acquisition and Development at a state university. These were PSTs being prepared to teach English, ESL,
political science, and history at the elementary or secondary level. The same number of participants in Taiwan
were students who study in the Department of English Language and Literature at a university in Taipei,
Taiwan. They were members of English Contposition and Conversation classes at either sophomore or junior
levels. The US and Taiwanese students participated in this research because their instructors included this
online connection project as part of their course requirement. The participants in the United States ranged from
the ages of 20 to 22, while the students in Taiwan ranged from the ages of 19 to 20.

In addition, the three professors in Taiwan whose students were project participants were also involved as
research subjects. They were interviewed by the researcher in regard to their students' perceptions of online
experiences, students' improvement in the English language as well as other types of knowledge through the
connection.

4.2 Procedures

To carry out the study, US PSTs corresponded with Taiwanese university-level ESL learners for ten weeks.
These PSTs served as tutors of the English language and American culture. The participants in both countries
were matched one-on-one randomly prior to the connection. They were also given instructions and
orientations on the utilization of e-mail systems and on online learning/teaching. The PSTs were provided with
a lecture, discussion, supportive readings, example tutorial correspondences, and a web site of resources. The
web site included a downloadable lecture about online learning, the expected online correspondence process
guidelines, a midterm survey, sample correspondence, and previous participants' reflections
(http://www.coe.tamu.edu/--Icifuent/classes/edtc305/online.htm). they also read on topics such as effective
facilitation of computer conferencing [9], computer-mediated communication [18J, interactivity in online
environments [15], online teaching strategies [81, and cultural diffi:rences in teaching and learning 17].

Similarly, the students in Taiwan were supplied with an orientation where the project is introduced to them
along with rules and regulations. Sample correspondence, results of previous connections, and suggestions for
online learning and discussion topics were presented at their departmental website .

(http://www.eng.fju.edu.tw/cultural connections.htm).

Every participant received a welcome letter to encourage them to open themselves up to this new experience.
The PSTs were given a rubric with expected number grades to help them accomplish the requirements for their
part of the connection. The Taiwanese students initiated the connection by sending out their first e-mail
message to their US partners. The US PSTs analyzed their student's language level and started to instruct him

or her according to that level through e-mail.

Mid-way during the ten-week connection, the PSTs were asked to fill out an online midterm survey. In Taiwan,
the students submitted a brief report to their instructors every two weeks to keep track of their connection
progresses.

At the end of the connection, the PSTs and their Taiwanese students filled out a post-connection survey. The
PSTs also handed in all of their e-mail printouts and personal journals that reflected their online teaching and
learning experiences. Similarly, the Taiwanese students handed in their final reports to their Taiwanese
instructors. Two weeks rifler the end of the connection, the researcher traveled to Taiwan to conduct interviews
with 12 Taiwanese students and the three Taiwanese professors. The interviews included open-ended
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questions.

4.3 Data Collection and Analysis

There were eight data sources: (a) printouts of correspondence; (b) the PSTs' midterm survey; (c) the PSTs'

post-connection survey: (d) the Taiwanese students' post-connection survey: (e) the PS'Ils' reflective journal

entries; (1) the Taiwanese students' final reports; (g) transcripts of the interview with the Taiwanese students;

and (h) transcripts of the interview with the Taiwanese prolessorS.

Data analysis in qualitative studies is an ongoing process during the research; it is best done simultaneously

with the data collection [26). Each time data are gathered, infbrination was analyzed using procedures

proposed by Emerson. Fretz, and Shaw (1995). The steps included close reading, open coding, writing memos,

noting themes and patterns, and focused coding.

5 Results

Data analyses revealed remarkable information on the areas of (a) learner perception, (b) intercultural
communication, (c) factors affecting online connection, (d) online learning strategies, and (e) online learning

processes. First, this particular group of Taiwanese ESL learners was positive about L2 and cultural learning
in an online setting. The results of a post-connection survey showed that participants more or less agreed that

(a) E-mail connections have a positive place in ESL classrooms (mean of 3.71); (b) the Web-connection has a

positive place in ESL classrooms (mean of 3.51); (c) they would participate in another online connection if
given the opportunity (mean of 3.58); and (d) they would suggest their other friends or classmates participate

in a similar project (mean of 3.85) (see Table 1). Even though the response to the question "Overall, my
connection was successful" was not very high (mean of 3.26), learners who had an unsuccessful connection

held positive attitudes toward the project. Olie student wrote in her final report, "My pal does not respond to

me so often. I didn't learn much through this project this semester. But that doesn't mean this project is not
good. I hope school brothers or sisters can still have the chance to get in this project."

Table I. Taiwanese Students' Responses Toward the Online Connection

Questions M SD

The E-mail connection has a positive place in ESL classrooms. 3.71 0.67

The Web-board connection has a positive place in ESL classrooms. 3.51 1.50

1 would participate in another online connection if given the opportunity. 3.58 1.13

1 would suggest other friends or classmate participate in a similar project. 3.85 0.78

Overall, my connection was successful. 3.26 1.07

Note. Participants responded on a 5-point Liken scale (1= Strongly Disagree; 5 = Strongly Agree). The survey

was complete by 37 participants.
Second, intercultural communication issues cannot be ignored. A lot of Taiwanese learners interpreted that

their tutors were angry with them when they did not receive messages over a week. In addition, learners read

what wasn't intended in the messages. They constantly apologized to the PSTs for being an inconvenience.

Several learners ceased active interaction with the PSTs due to these personal interpretations. The Taiwanese

professors suggested that acquainting learners with different thinking patterns and expression styles is

necessary in future connections.

Third, factors that affected online connections included participants' motivation, attitudes toward each other,

participants' fields of experience, frequency and quality of interactions, technology, preparation, and support

services (figure I). Any missing component would hinder the success of the connection. Other resources such

as teachers, peers, family members, libraries, and web resources provided extra assistance to the participants.
Fourth, during the correspondences, ten learning strategies were found to be used by the learners in their

messages. These were paraphrasing, translation, Q&A from tutor to student, Q&A from student to tutor,
explanation, elaboration, decision-making, self-reflection, metacognition; and transfer. The learners in the

more successful pairs tended to use a variety of the ten strategies.

Filially, data indicated these LSL learners went through a series of processes lbr successful learning (figure 2).

Motivated learners set learning goals for themselves with the PSTs' help. Those who prepared themselves well

by finding topics of discussion or information in the libraries, the WWW, and traditional learning environment
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aimed for frequent and quality interactions via e-mail with the PSIS. After each interaction, a review period

prompted learners for more interactions. Learners who went through these stages concluded that they had

learnt new information and increased their confidence in using English reading and writing skills. Needless to

say, this result increased their motivation to learn and thus encouraged the start of another learning cycle.

6 Discussions and Conclusion

This study is significant to both distance-learning educators and language-learning educators. There are at

least three reasons for this significance. First, the study provides insights for distance educators, both for those

in Taiwan and for those in other countries who have Taiwanese students enrolled in courses that are delivered

via telecommunications. The results of the study help these instructors to further understand Taiwanese

students' positive perceptions of L2 learning through online technologies, identify suitable conditions and

environment for these learners, and decide the extent to which this mode of instruction is applicable to students

from this cultural background.

Second, the online intercultural communications issues explored Ai this study assist telecommunications users

with more effective communication. They help users become aware of and anticipate problems when coming

into contact with people of other cultures via distance technologies. Even without using online technologies,

intercultural communication is already complex. Therefore, interaction may be hindered further when

technology is the transmission medium. Understanding the barriers and facilitators of online intercultural

communication leads to better and more successful intercultural interactions.

Third, the identified ten online learning strategies and online learning processes will add to the literature on

language learning and teaching. Such research is in demand because ESL programs in the United States are

planning to deliver more ESL courses to foreign countries via distance learning technologies.

In summary, most Taiwanese ESL learners had a positive experience with the online connection. The few

connections that failed were due to lack of participants' response, lack of participants' motivation, and

technical failure. Nevertheless, providing L2 instruction to learners over cyberspace is a method that should

not be ignored. Learners need to be prepared with adequate intercultural communication skills and online

learning strategies.

Follow-up investigation of online ESL acquisition might include specific amount of improvement on learners'

writings and learning via synchronous technologies such as chats, interactive videoconferences, and desktop

videoconferences.
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