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Abstract

In contemporary changing and innovative academic and working environment, tertiary schools need to
rethink their approach to teaching and learning by gearing it towards the skills in most demand. Innovation
in any sphere becomes more and more dependent on the collaboration between actors from very different
backgrounds who combine their own expertise to create something new. This happens both on an individual-
as well as on an institutional level. The organizations of the future will be forced to work more and more
closely with people and institutional partners from all over the world in order to bring as many different
perspectives and areas of expertise together as possible. This means that cross-cultural competence becomes
one of the crucial factors in building a competitive profile of a prospective specialist. Therefore, this paper
explores approaches to building cross-cultural competence using the English language as a tool and presents
the findings of a pilot training on experimental collaborative cross-cultural project implemented with
Master level Economics students in Ukraine. Qualitative and quantitative methods were used to collect the
data and examine participants' language proficiency. The findings suggest that participation in collaborative
technology-enhanced cross-cultural projects has a significant positive effect on learners’ language
proficiency and develops their cross-cultural competence facilitating development of productive skills on
the basis of receptive ones.

Keywords: cross-cultural competence, project-based learning, collaborative project, foreign language
learning.

Introduction

With growing need to adjust higher education
curricula to the changing demands of employers
and ensure successful acquisition of skills
required for aspiring professionals, foreign
language education is currently undergoing a
number of changes aimed at making it more
efficient, relevant and innovative. Since the main
purpose of learning a foreign language is to
enable learners to effectively communicate with
representatives of other cultures, it should be
taught as a means of cross-cultural
communication (Erling 2005; Jenkins 2006;
Kilickaya 2009). Cross-cultural communication
involves a comparison of interactions among

people from the same culture to those from
another culture. In our research context, language
learners are taught English for specific purposes
(ESP). Introduction of cross-cultural competence
into the ESP syllabi makes them more aware of
their own business culture in order to be tolerant
to the business culture of other countries.
Although linguistic accuracy is necessary for
language users to communicate effectively, when
language “is used in contexts of communication,
it is bound up with culture in multiple and
complex ways” (Kramsch 1998:3). Thus,
development of cross-cultural competence
allows ESP students not only to study a particular
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idea or concept within many cultures but also to
be engaged in intercultural communication that
is a symbolic, interpretative, transactional,
contextual ~ process which  implies the
engagement of culturally-different professionals
(Myron W. and Koester J., 1993).

Foreign languages and communication skills are
listed among the top requirements for various
employment opportunities around the world. In
Ukraine, in particular, ability to communicate
effectively in English and/or other foreign
language is seen as a considerable competitive
advantage on the job market. According to the
World Bank comprehensive publication on skills
needed for a modern Ukraine, foreign languages,
communication and teamwork are listed among
“skills requirements frequently cited in job
vacancies” (Del Carpio et al, 2017:4).
Understanding the cultural context of both the
target language and the learners’ native language
leads to greater awareness of the interdependent
relationship between languages and cultures.

Recently, cross-cultural competence has been in
focus of instructors in foreign language
classrooms (Liaw 2006; Van Hook 2011). Cross-
cultural communication is not just an encounter
between cultures; it should “be viewed and
analyzed as a complex process” (Stier 2006:5).
Researchers have suggested an impressive array
of cross-cultural communicative education
models (Deardorff 2006; Spitzberg & Changnon
2009; Stier 2006; Leask 2015). Michael Byram
authored one of the most influential ones, which
incorporates holistic linguistic and cross-cultural
competence and has clear, practical, and ethical
objectives (Byram 1997). According to the
scholar, the aims of cross-cultural language
teaching are “to develop learners' cross-cultural
competence as well as linguistic competence; to
prepare them for interaction with people of other
cultures; to enable them to understand and accept
people from other cultures as individuals with
other distinctive perspectives, values and
behaviors; and to help them to see that such
interaction is an enriching experience” (Byram,
Gribkova, & Starkey, 2002:10).

In Ukraine, foreign language curriculum at a
tertiary level usually aims at developing
communicative competence within a certain
professional field. However, due to limited
number of hours allocated for the discipline, the
focus is mainly on the development of receptive
skills, mainly reading, and acquisition of field-
specific vocabulary. Self-study often aims at
further developing students’ receptive skills and
grammar drills, whereas productive skills and
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competences in  presenting  information,
reasoning and independent thinking, creative
approach to solving a given task are mostly
neglected. Lack of opportunities for authentic
language use often results in learners' gaining
extensive knowledge about the target language
(know what) while they are weak in using the
language in a meaningful way (know how). In
addition, Ukraine is a monocultural country with
77.5% of the population being ethnic Ukrainians
and 17.2% — Russians (whose business culture is
pretty much similar to Ukrainian one). This used
to challenge the necessity to be cross-culturally
aware for an average Ukrainian in working
environment. A solution to these challenges
requires a comprehensive revision of curriculum
and a thoughtful incorporation of various
multimodal and multicultural components in the
educational process in order to create authentic
learning situations where the real world becomes
a part of the educational experience and
necessitates the use of an authentic language by
the learners thus developing their productive
skills.

Studies suggest that technology plays an
important role in creating authentic language
learning environments that promote and facilitate
language learning (Thorne 2005). It touches upon
implementation of project activity into the
context of language learning and teaching and
allows  maintaining  essential  contextual
conditions in a foreign language classroom. This
helps learners develop their language skills
further (both in terms of learning and practicing
the language features that are learned in the
classroom), and they can become fluent speakers
of the language. Thus, the paper looks at
effective approaches to foreign language
teaching to improve learners’ language
proficiency and develop their cross-cultural
competence through participation in cross-
cultural projects based on authentic learning
situations, as well as at effective correlation
between classroom, self-study and content-based
learning in terms of participants' time and efforts.

Methodology, findings, and discussion

Ukrainian students report that one of the
fundamental difficulties they encounter while
learning a foreign language is a lack of
opportunities to experience interactive cross-
cultural communication in a target language. At
the higher education level, there are a number of
other constraints to successful building of
linguistic and intercultural competence. In
Ukraine, languages generally taught at tertiary
level include English, German, French and
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Spanish with English being predominant around
Ukraine (88% of all language classes offered at
higher education institutions). Recently, there
has been a growth in Polish and Chinese
language courses that are mostly taught as
optional courses. However, a primary issue is a
very limited number of language classes
envisaged for non-linguistic majors, e.g. two
eighty-minute classes per week during first three
semesters amounting to 9 ECTS at Bachelor level
and another 3 ECTS foreign language course at
Master level. Secondly, there is a problem with
students’ motivation in learning languages due to
a) high workload for their major-related
disciplines; b) low level of intrinsic motivation
with regard to learning a foreign language; c)
lack of understanding of the importance of
language skills for future employment. Finally,
as there is no minimum language requirement for
taking a language course and a relatively low
average level of language skills among school
graduates entering universities, the level of
language proficiency reached by the end of the
course is usually below the required B2+ level by
the Common European Framework of Reference
for Languages.

To address language-learning problem and its
possible solutions in the Ukrainian context as
well as to involve transactions between the
person and the environment, this action research
explored a technology-enhanced, collaborative
cross-cultural (hereinafter, X-culture) project
that was completed by two groups of university
students. The research consisted in analyzing the
impact of students’ participation in collaborative
X-culture project on their language proficiency
and cross-cultural competence, and the aim of the
research was to demonstrate that technology-
enhanced, X-culture projects whose primary aim
is not necessarily language learning per se do
provide a more realistic context of
communication, which is rarely achievable with
other instructional models. And this realistic
context in its turn enhances the development of
productive skills facilitating learners' receptive
activities. X-culture project gives an opportunity
to create an environment where the knowledge is
created through the transformation of experience,
ie. “from the combination of grasping and
transforming experience” (Kolb, 1984:41).

X-Culture is a large-scale international
experiential learning project that involves over
3,500 MBA and business students from 100
universities from 40 countries on six continents
every semester. The students are placed in global
virtual teams of seven to eight persons, each
student coming from a different country. X-
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culture is a non-commercial project for
universities and professionals that is built around
the idea of solving business cases based on
teamwork, collaboration and the wisdom of a
crowd. Teams are randomly assigned a case
study to solve and are composed of students
coming from different countries. Students are
expected to show competency by taking partin a
number of online discussions. The aim is to
provide the learners with as many opportunities
as possible to use the target language for
meaningful  communication in  authentic
environment and scaffold their learning process.
Working with people from around the globe and
dealing with cultural differences, time-zone
dispersion, and global  communication
challenges, the teams complete a consulting
project for a multinational company.

This paper looks at the findings of a pilot training
held with 22 Master’s students majoring in
Economics who participated in a five-month X-
Culture project as part of their core disciplines.
The pilot training touched upon interdisciplinary
approach to ESP teaching trough content and
language integrated learning. Although the
ultimate aim of the X-Culture project is to solve
a business case and present a team-based report
with the solution, there are many positive side
effects of participating in this project and our
pilot training focuses on its implications for the
ESP learners’ language skills and cross-cultural
competence. Therefore, the aim of the pilot
training was to measure a positive impact of
content and language integrated learning based
on X-Culture project on the improvement of
English learners' language proficiency and
development of their cross-cultural competence.
Primarily, it is useful to outline the structure and
organisation of the X-Culture project. Firstly,
project participants come from a variety of
cultures and the language of interaction during
the project is English that contributes greatly into
the development of English language
communicative competence. Secondly, the
provision of the context, similar to the real
workplace, makes cross-cultural international
settings very real. The geographic and time-zone
dispersion, cultural and language differences
were real. Finally, the study task and
environment are designed to resemble the
corporate world as closely as possible. The team
members interact daily for eight to nine weeks,
which is a typical project length in the corporate
world. The task of the X-Culture project involves
market research, market entry plan development,
and product design. The project is supervised by
instructors with rich business consulting
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experience and managed as a regular business
consulting project.

In order to assess the impact of participation in
the X-culture project on ESP learners’ language
proficiency and cross-cultural competence we
used three main research tools. The first one
consisted in quantitatively measuring students’
language skills by testing them at the beginning
of the course and at the end of the X-culture
project. In the second part of our study, we
designed questionnaires to evaluate students’
attitudes towards the communication component
of the X-Culture course and analyzed students’
responses. Finally, we held semi-structured
interviews — that give greater flexibility to find

out more about participants’ thoughts, feelings,
and opinions - with randomly selected 11
students to investigate how they perceive the
impact of participating in the course on their
language  proficiency and  cross-cultural
competence.

Two language tests administered at the beginning
and at the end of the pilot training focused both
on productive and receptive skills with a major
emphasis on productive skills, i.e. speaking and
writing. Tests were anonymous and their results
were not used in any form of assessment.
Average scores in the language test before and
after the X-Culture project, are presented in
Table 1.

Table 1. Language Skills Test Scores of Students Participating in X-Culture Project

Reading Listening Speaking Writing
Test1 82.3 67.3 75.5 71.0
Test 2 87.7 69.1 79.9 76.2

+5.4 +1.8 +4.4 +5.2

Overall, the results of the test clearly show an
improvement along all the four skills with the
highest improvement observed in reading and
writing skills. This can be explained by the fact
that students needed to read and analyze a lot of
information in target language in order to
complete the project’s tasks and prepare a written
report as the final assessment of the project.
Students reported that they also peer-reviewed
each other’s written assignments which also
contributed to their reading and writing skills
development. Speaking average scores also show
a significant improvement with students also
reporting increased confidence as a result of
continuous online communication with other
participants of the X-culture project. Even
though all the communication was held in the
online chat, students demonstrated improved
scores in spoken interaction and communication
patterns.

The questionnaire designed to evaluate students’
attitudes towards the language communication
component of the X-Culture project was
distributed among 22 students and all of them
submitted their responses. The responses are
presented in Table 2. The distribution of
responses show that the majority of students
agrees or strongly agrees that the course has had
a positive impact on their cross-cultural
competence and language proficiency and
expressed a positive attitude to the course itself.
They also see the importance of the project and
the skills it allows to practice for their future
careers and find this type of project motivating.
This gives ground to make a conclusion that
participation of students in projects of this kind
greatly benefits their communicative and cross-
cultural competences, improves communication
skills and has a positive impact on motivation to
learn a foreign language.

Table 2. Students’ Attitudes towards the Communication Component of X-Culture Project

Strongly aSomewhat . Strongly
Agree gree Disagree disagree
I like this type of training
involving communication with 15 1 1 0

foreign students.
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The training enables us to use
English in realistic situations. 20

I find communication with
foreign students motivating. 6

I can see the improvement in
my communication skills. 3

The course helped me to learn
more about different cultures.

I can see the importance of this
training for my future career.

10

12

11

0 0 0
5 1 0
5 1 1
0 0 0
7 1 0

In the questionnaire, all students agreed that X-
Culture project created opportunities for learning
about cultures, including their own and other
participants'. In order to make the questionnaire
more robust and assess participants' cross-
cultural competence and experience throughout
the project, we adopted Byram’s ICC model to
structurize the questionnaire in an appropriate
way. By means of this model as a “combination
of knowledge, skills, attitudes and awareness
which allow a speaker, to varying degrees to
recognize, understand, interpret and accept other
ways of living and thinking beyond his or her
home culture” (Beacco and Byram, 2007), we
measured the level of participants' cross-cultural
competence development. It shall be assumed
that through participation in the project students
developed their cross-cultural competence and
communication skills in all four dimensions (see
Table 3), i.e. knowledge of their own and their
counterparts’ cultures, open attitudes towards
cross-cultural exchanges, skills for interacting
with foreigners, and a critical cultural awareness
necessary to evaluate cultures.

Due to the nature of the X-Culture project, all
teams are cross-cultural with randomly selected
participants of different cultural backgrounds.
We concentrated on the exploration of
participants' subjective viewpoints and on
gathering in-depth accounts of students’

experiences. Analyzing the data, we looked into
the dimensions we coded before, and tried to find
the subjects' perspectives on each of them.
Looking beyond that, our ESP students' answers
are a cue to their group's ethos and beliefs.
Therefore, students reported that they worked in
teams of four to six with students from different
countries and cultures, including the USA,
Mexico, France, Germany, Brazil, Chile, Spain,
etc. During the interviews, students reflected on
this cross-cultural experience and their responses
indicated that not only their knowledge about
cultures was largely acquired but also their
speaking skills dramatically improved through
the process of interaction, which is one of the
main advantages of the X-Culture project, as they
had an opportunity to contribute to discussions
for deeper understanding of issues relevant to
their topics or, in some cases, for deeper
understanding of the task requirement. While
culture-related communication was not a primary
aim of the project, students discovered different
cultures through other participants’
communication styles, their attitude to time and
duties, and their perceptions of other cultures.
Students reported that most of their critical
cultural awareness was developed through online
interaction with other team participants. Students
experienced an intensive compare/contrast
process both in individual and group interactions.
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Table 3. Students’ Development of Cross-Cultural Competence (based on Byram’s ICC Model)

Dimensions Students’ reflections
The project broadened my horizons. I learned
more about different cultures and attitudes to
of one’s own culture and the life and business. (S2)
Knowledge: It [the project] helped me understand how

interlocutors’ culture

Cross-cultural Curiosity and openness to

attitudes:

learn about one’s own culture
and the interlocutors’ culture

The ability to acquire new
knowledge of a culture
through synchronous
interaction

Discovery and
interaction skills:

Critical cultural
awareness:

The ability to evaluate a
culture

different our culture is. (S6)

I know much more about different countries
now, | want to go there. (S4)

I°d like to have more opportunities to
communicate with people from other countries
and cultures. It is such an enriching experience.
(S1)

I enjoyed most our communication not related to
the project... when we talked about our
families, friends, cities. (S2)

I wish we had more projects like this from the
beginning of the study. (S5)

Online communication was awesome.
Sometimes we spent nights talking about the
project. (S2)

Continuous communication was critical for
successful completion of the project. (S3)

It was hard sometimes. Especially when some
participants did not respect the deadlines...
never respected them. And thought it was
normal. (S4)

| realised that they were much better prepared
for doing such tasks. They were taught at school
and then trained at university. (S1)

Since participants in the X-Culture project must
exchange ideas frequently, it builds authentic
cross-cultural communication for all the active
participants. This also makes a significant
contribution into learners own business culture
awareness. The project facilitates active learning
that requires a problem-solving orientation, a
critical approach, and the ability to evaluate
information. As learning also requires social
skills, it means that learners are expected to
acquire the skills that will enable them to take
part in effective social interaction. Active
learning theories stress the social elements of
learning, e.g. the importance of co-operative
action, collaborative problem-solving and
sharing as tools for attaining deeper processes of
learning — and in many cases also for achieving
better results. This means participation in
discussions, dialogues and mutually shared
reflections, working in responsible cooperation
with other learners. Learner participation is
fostered by a supportive atmosphere and equal
partnership among the learners, based on
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cooperation and trust. This combination of active
learning and project-based learning within X-
Culture project has proved an effective tool for
building students’ skills in both project
management and cross-cultural communication,
and students themselves had mostly appreciated
the latter. They report improved language
productive skills, increased confidence and
greater awareness of other cultures.

Based on the findings and students' feedback
analysis, the advantages of technology-enhanced
X-Culture project for language learning and
development of cross-cultural competence can be
derived. Thus, X-Culture project:

= has real world relevance

= provides an opportunity for the
participants to examine the task from
different cultural perspectives

= provides multiple opportunities to
collaborate, to critically and creatively
solve problems (the case), and to
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communicate, thus developing the 21st
century skills
= provides an opportunity to reflect on the
experience
= [|eads beyond domain- and skill-specific
outcomes
= makes the participants aware of cultural
similarities and differences
= is conductive to both learning and
communicating
= provides motivation for further self-
development
= allows to develop communicative skills
through the fusion of receptive and
productive skills.

The findings of this research suggest that
participation in cross-cultural business projects
involving synchronous communication and
interaction greatly affects students’ motivation
and improves their linguistic and cross-cultural
competence. The way cross-cultural competence
is developed may vary according to different
factors; however, our study shows the significant
advantages of technology-enhanced, project-
based learning.

Conclusions

The findings suggest that when a learning
activity is linked with an authentic task, this
combination fosters the development of a
competence in focus. In particular, participation
in the X-Culture project not only promoted
learning and increased interest in the language
but also provided authentic opportunities for
students to develop their language skills and
cross-cultural competence. Students
acknowledged that they improved their
communication skills and learned collaboration;
test proved that students improved their receptive
and productive skills in a foreign language
(English). Project-based learning in cross-
cultural setting proves to be an effective means
of developing students’ communicative and
cross-cultural competences.

Today, online educational communities provide
diverse collaboration projects around the world
and the study found that participation in such
projects promotes language-learning motivation
and helps learners develop active attitudes
towards language learning and intercultural
communication. Moreover, as this study has
shown, such projects help students develop a
range of skills essential for their employability by
providing multiple opportunities to use the target
language in context. Higher order thinking skills
also developed as learners were provided with
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opportunities to analyse and discuss others’ work
and make judgments on how to improve it.
Consequently, the findings suggest that cross-
cultural learning environment promoted the use
of the target language as a tool to convey
messages adequately, both in written and spoken
form, and facilitated learning new linguistic
elements in context. Another key implication of
authentic activities is that the cross-cultural
learning environment lent itself to close the gap
between language acquired in foreign language
learning settings and the real world.

This research investigated the impact of only one
cross-cultural project and future studies should
investigate the results of integrating other types
of projects into higher education curriculum in
Ukraine.
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