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Abstract

intercultural communication skill. In other words, students must be able to communicate 

effectively with native and non-native speakers of English as well as to encounter different 

types of culture. However, they often have limited opportunity and exposure to interact with 
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people from the target culture and develop their intercultural Competence (IC) through 

interaction either inside or outside of the classroom. In this digital era, the use of online media 

becomes popular for any communication settings including intercultural communication. This 

study utilized Cyber Pal Project (CPP) to develop competence through 

online interaction with foreign partners. Applying qualitative method, 25 EFL students in Cross 

Cultural Understanding Course at Universitas Islam As-Syafiíyah, Jakarta- Indonesia 

participated in this study. Students are assigned to find and establish communication with cyber 

pals within 6 months study period through social media platforms. This virtual conversation 

focuses on cultural and social values. Data analysis includes the social media discussion of the 

participants, questionnaire, in depth interview and reflection essay. This study reveals that CPP 

can be an effective program for cross cultural understanding as well as 

intercultural competence. Finding also indicates the importance of building a sense of learning 

community and opportunity for students to exchange their views with speakers of the target 

language. Despite challenges encountered during the project, students are reported enjoy their 

new intercultural experience and have fun with their virtual English learning environment. 

Key words: cyber pal project, EFL students, intercultural competence,

Introduction 

The increasing number of people to interact and mobilize across country and culture boundaries 

demand individuals to have intercultural competence. In English Language Teaching (ELT) 

mpetence has become 

a crucial issue to be acquainted with learners in order to communicate in the target language in 

real life situations (Aida Niendorf and Takamiya 2015; Byram, 1997; Garrett-Rucks 2012; 

Schulz 2007). The main purpose of ELT nowadays is no longer to achieve linguistic 

order to make them be intercultural speakers (Özdemir 2017; Atay et al., 2009; Byram, 1997) 

It had become a consensus among scholars that to succeed in the global communication as the 

goal of 21st century skill, an EFL student must have intercultural competence (Schleicher 2018). 

This intercultural competence is needed as an additional value of their factual knowledge about 

language, so they are able to use the language in appropriate way both socially and culturally. 

It is believed that cultural knowledge, diversity, and cultural understanding must be laid within 

an intercultural perspective. Cultural concepts and aspects such as identity, values, behavior, 

stereotypes, ethnocentrism, prejudice, verbal and non-verbal differences are included in this 

intercultural perspective (Dypedahl and Eschenbach 2011). 
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To acquire intercultural competence, a number of efforts have been made by educational 

institutions to provide opportunities for their students in a form of immersion, such as study 

abroad, exchanges and internship. Some studies show that engagement program like study 

abroad which allow for intensive intercultural exposure and real-time interactions, can help 

l competence (IC) effectively. Besides, some 

argue that real time face to face interaction within particular foreign culture setting is necessary 

to develop intercultural competence (Tyberg, 2009; Rico-Troncoso 2018). The aims for real

time communication for intercultural learning offered by Byram, Gribkova, and Starkey (2002) 

are criticized as striving and unachievable in the foreign language context due to unavailability 

of extensive contact with native speakers. (Aida Niendorf and Takamiya 2015a; DD.AA. 2011; 

Schulz 2007; Tanasale 2014). Although immersion program are popular in improving 

intercultural competence, not all students can travel to foreign country to 

learn culture. 

In Indonesia, where English is taught as a foreign language, the government demands 

university to take the lead in building a culture of internationalization with concrete actions on 

geographical boundaries 

become a crucial issues to conduct face to face interaction with foreign people in Indonesia

followed by finance and facility issue.  EFL students have limited access to conduct face to 

face communication with foreigners, so this situation creates difficulties in cross cultural 

understanding. This limitation leads to the conditions that many Indonesian students have lack 

exposure to learning both culture and English language from the original resources such as 

native English speakers. 

era to the 5.0, digital 

devices, along with educational applications, including social media, have contributed to the 

ELT areas. Many teachers, as well as students, utilized social media platforms to support 

teaching and learning activities. In learning culture, several researchers believe that online 

learning or exchanges have the potential to promote cross cultural understanding and 

intercultural development (Liu 2012; Sercu * 2004; Sercu 2006; Sinicrope, Norris, and 

Watanabe 2007). These recent developments in technology-aided designed clearly have 

considerable potential. It yet remains to be determined to what extent online mediated 

communication with native speakers contributes to such learning and which tools are best 

suited for it (Aida Niendorf and Takamiya 2015b; Becker and Nguyen 1094; Shadiev, Hwang, 

and Huang 2015; Sinicrope, Norris, and Watanabe 2007; Uzun 2014b, 2014a; Wang 2011). 
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Relates to intercultural communication competence, many available research have tended to 

focus on the development of intercultural competence in business area, immersion, bilingual 

education, and exchanges. Besides, only few investigations conducted on the issue of 

intercultural learning in ELT in Indonesia (Edi, Wello, and Dollah 2017; Nasution 2015; 

Wahyudin and Suwirta 2017; Yang 2013). A study conducted by Tanasale (2014) has tended to

focus on facilitating the virtual international interaction of EFL students using facebook. The 

findings present as well as consideration to conduct such program. This 

worth study focuses on intercultural learning rather than the development of intercultural 

competence. Another previous research in Indonesia regarding the intercultural competence issue 

have not addressed whether or not students who involved in online projects develop their 

intercultural competence. It would seem, therefore, that further investigations are needed in order 

to develop evidence-based intercultural communication competence in online learning, 

particularly in the area that has limited access to have exposure to original foreign culture 

resources and institution that have low or no budget for conducting immersion program. For this 

reason, this present study has purposes to address the following research questions:

1. To what extent does intercultural learning occur in Cyber Pal Project (CPP)?

2. What are studen CPP in learning cross cultural understanding and gain 

intercultural competence?

3.

intercultural interaction?

Literature Review 

Culture and Cross-Cultural Understanding

Culture is shared and learned by people in the same group and can be transferred and 

adapted by another group of people. In relation to EFL, it can be implied that when learning 

English, a student participates to some extent in the culture of the native speakers of the 

language being learned. In regards to culture position, cross cultural understanding is another 

important aspect that permit ones to obtain new knowledge, acquire new skills as well as accept 

different attitudes and values as the result of their intercultural experience.  (Gómez Rodríguez

and Luis Fernando 2013; Kim et al. 2013; Peñafort 2015; Virkus and Uukkivi 2015; Wang 

2011)

Conventionally, cross-cultural learning in a school or university is rely much on textbooks and 

knowledge and experiences. Research has proven that both sources are less authentic 

and often biased. Therefore, it is important to conduct intercultural programs as authentic
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resources, collaborative actions, united, and as events, and as a knowledge-building continuum 

(Bloom and Johnston 2010; Garrett-Rucks 2012; Godwin-Jones 2013; Paige et al. 2003). In the 

Indonesian University EFL curriculum, Cross Cultural Understanding (CCU) is one of the 

required courses in English Education Department. In Universitas Islam As- -

credit course is available for students in the fourth semester. CCU course has objectives to train 

perspective, understand a 

different culture, respect diversity, adapt with cross cultural society, appreciate their own culture 

and able to cope with native speaker cultures.

Intercultural Competence 

Interaction between two people or more has purposes to exchange information as well as to 

engage in social interaction. As proposed by Byram et al. (2002) intercultural competence 

require both language proficiency and ability to understand culture in order to succeed the 

communication. It interpreted as the important skill that used during intercultural interaction. 

(Byram et al. 2002; Garrett-Rucks 2012; Tennekoon 2015). Intercultural competence involves 

cognitive, affective and behavioural skills of people who interact in intercultural situation

(Deardrof, 2005).

(Barrett

et al. 2014; Byram et al. 2002; Clouet 2013; Jin 2015)

(1997) five model of intercultural competence has been 

extensively used as effective instruction outline

competence. He emphasizes on five different skills namely (1) knowledge of the culture, (2)

skills of interpreting/relating, (3) skills of discovery/interaction, (4) attitudes of 

curiosity/openness, and (5) critical cultural awareness. This present

ral competence during cyber pal project. 

Cyber Pal Project 

The utilization of technology in educational setting has become increasingly important. One of 

the technological forms that used in teaching and learning is social media. Social media may 

help both students and teachers to establish, maintain and improve language skills and 

intercultural competence (Bloom and Johnston 2010; Izmaylova 2017; Jin 2015; Mas 2017; 

Özdemir 2017; Sawyer 2011; Tanasale 2014). Cyber Pal mostly define as a friend with whom 

74



one communicates only through the internet or cyberspace. Cyber Pal Project is 

communication and collaborative project that conducted online by students with their online 

friends from foreign countries who speak English. Students will use various safe online 

platforms such as Facebook, WhatsApp, tandem, twitter, Hello Pal, Instagram and convenience 

and accessible for them to find foreign partners. Cyber pal can be used as a media to conduct 

virtual online intercultural communication because students enable to interact with people from 

different country and has different culture (Tanasale 2014). This interaction provide them 

opportunity to broaden their cross cultural understanding and develop their intercultural 

communication competence. 

Methodology 

A qualitative study approach in the form of action research was applied in this research. Various 

data research was obtained from questionnaire, interview, message board or chat script, and 

reflection essay. First, questionnaires and interviews were conducted with the students to explore 

their experiences and perceptions with respect to project-based intercultural learning. Second, 

were analyzed to 

explore their intercultural learning process, types of communication and development of 

intercultural competence.

Participant and Research site 

Twenty-seven EFL students in the second year (fourth semester) at English Education Study 

Program, Faculty of Teaching and Educational Sciences, Universitas Islam As-

participated in this study. The duration of this study is 6 months, with 4 months of online 

interaction, 1 month preparation, and 1 month assessment period. 

Instruments 

To obtain the data, this study uses the following instruments; 

There 

are three components to be regarded; (1) assessment of content, (2) language used during the 

interaction, (3) the completeness of documents (reflective essay, transcript of chat messages, 

pictures and videos)
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Procedure

The procedure follows CPP procedure by Tanasale (2014) and modified based on present study 

characteristics and settings. The procedure in this study is explained below; 

1. Class Introduction: Explanation from teacher about CPP, the objective and target. 

2. Guide students to sign up to their social media platform preferences or simply sign in to 

the one they already have

3. Students seek international friend other than Indonesian friends who can speak English. 

(Students may establish communication with someone who uses English as their mother 

tongue or foreign language).

4. The virtual interaction could be done with one or more CPs as long as students can 

maintain their chats.

5. The topics include, but are not limited to the issue of cultural values, Family, 

Relationships, Emotions, Religion, Lifestyle (work/pleasure), Education, Gender, Money, 

and Language. 

6. Clear instruction regarding to the scope and structure of the project shared by teacher as 

follows; 

CPP duration is 4 months. 

Weekly consultation including knowledge sharing and communication tips will be 

provided by teacher to anticipate misunderstanding that students may found during 

interaction.

Classroom Whats app group is set up for discussion forum for discussing the challenge 

students may encounter during the project.

virtual conversation including chats, video call and pictures must be 

kept/copied and recorded.

Having 4-month project, students are assigned to write reflection paper based on the 

guideline and submit it to teacher. 

Data analysis 

For data analysis, questionnaires, interview, all chats messages, any videos, audios, pictures 

copy of chat messages or screen captures from the social media page were closely examined. 

analyzed by applying 

structure

and content analyzed in order to answer research questions. 
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Findings

al project were 

collected via questionnaire, interview, reflective essay, and discussion board/chat script. To 

answer the research questions, the results of data analysis will be summarized below. 

responses were analyzed and divided into three themes: 1) perception regarding intercultural 

learning and communication, as well as English language skills, 2) emerged topics during 

intercultural learning through cyber pal project, and 3) Assessment of intercultural competence. 

Perception regarding intercultural learning and communication as well as English skills 

through Cyber Pal Project 

The result of ten items questionnaire are summarized as follows: 

skills

No Statement Agree Neutral Disagree

1 Cyber Pal Project (CPP) is a good program for 
intercultural communication with foreign friends.

82 % 12 % 6 %

2 I was motivated to interact with my online 
partners via the CPP

90 % 10 % 0

3 My cyber pal is cooperative 40 % 12 % 48 %
4 I learned a lot about foreign culture/my partner's 

culture through this project
85 % 15 % 0

5 The program developed my communication skills 
as a result of my participation

92 % 8% 0

6 CPP improve my cross cultural understanding 100 % 0 0
7 CPP can reduce my stereotyping 100 % 0 0
8 The program motivates me to learn English 82 % 10% 8 %
9 I was able to practice my English skills through 

CPP 
80 % 2 % 18 %

10 The CPP worked well without any difficulties 12 % 10 % 78 %

Based on the questionnaire above, that the majority of participants perceived that CPP is a good 

program for intercultural communication with foreign friends. Most participants felt that they 

are motivated to interact with their online friends, and only few participants were not sure about 

and eagerness to learn through the cyber pal project. On the other hand, some students disfavor 

that their cyber pal is cooperative. This statement represents difficulties that participants faced 

during CPP.  In terms of cultural learning, the majority of participants admitted that they 
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In an attempt to dete

skills, most participants stated that CPP developed their communication skills as a result of 

their participation. Concerning intercultural learning, all participants took positive attitude

toward it, confirmed by the improvement of their cross cultural understanding and the decrease 

of stereotyping. This implied that CPP could be a beneficial learning tool for culture. 

Furthermore, participants expressed that CPP motivated them to learn English, and they had 

the opportunity to practice their English skills. Despite all positive perceptions, participants 

experience difficulties during the CPP.

When the participants share their experience and perspective through the interview session, it 

is clearly seen that they enjoyed communicating with their cyber pal and sharing information 

that relates to culture. The majority of interviewees approved the effectiveness of utilizing CPP 

in cross cultural understanding course, which led to the positive development of their 

intercultural experiences. For example, some participants stated that; 

This project allowed me to learn about by some 

my Turkish friend can earn about many culture and also performance to show many 

interact with their foreign friends and reduce their anxiety as stated by some students;

I like the project because it made me have a foreign friend. This is the first time for me 

language skills as well as motivation to learn English, most participants acknowledged the 

communication with foreigner helped them a lot in practicing their English as shown in some 

comments below; 

I like the part of chatting with my online partner because he speaks English very well 
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l like 
my speaking skill is improved when I talk with my friend through Video Call and I enjoy 

langu

Almost all of the participants expressed the improvement of their English, particularly 

speaking, writing, vocabulary, and reading respectively. 

perceived by them due to misunderstanding, stereotyping, internet connection, and time zone 

differences. Some participants mentioned: 

through social media/ap

Despite the undesirable experience above, participants still believed that the CPP is effective, 

stereotypes.  

Moreover, all of the students revealed that they agreed CPP facilitated cross cultural learning 

as some transcripts of interview supported the result of the questionnaire; 

I become more interest to learn about another culture especially native English 

I like from this program because I am able to understand another culture after 
some misunderstandings happen and learn about US culture directly from my American 
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Emerged topics during intercultural learning through Cyber Pal Project

As participants in this study are assigned to find international friends other than Indonesian 

friends who can speak English, they must initiate the communication and maintain their chats. 

It is believed that to succeed in initiating a conversation, one must know what to talk about. 

Beside clear instruction of the scope and sequence of the project, each week topics and 

evaluations are distributed to guide participants during the project assignment. Various topics 

relates to culture include but are not limited to cultural aspects, language, family, values, 

custom and traditions, emotions, lifestyle, education, environment, and gender. As part of the 

evaluation, all students filled out the questionnaire, submitted the reflection essays, and 

transcript of chat 

analyzed, and below are varying topics emerged during interaction in cyber pal project: 

Personality (hobby and leisure time)

Weather and seasons

Punctuality

Daily activities

Social life,

Traditional food

Beauty,

Language

Country festivals

Education system

Entertainment including K pop, fashion, film and movie, music fan

Tips for interacting with foreigner (punctuality

Nonverbal communication/sign

Job, politics, poverty,

Stereotyping

Relationship

Religion

assessment criteria is used to analyze questionnaires, intervi

and chat messages. 
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Table 2 Intercultural Communication Competence

Assessment Criteria Description 
1. Interest in other Interest in other

experience of
daily life,
particularly
unpublished
things through
media

When my American friend and I discussed 
about health, he really concerns on doing 
exercise every morning. He told me he does 
jogging everyday before going to work and I 
hope I could do the same thing.

My cyber pal is a hardworker, he is a part 
time student, he sells blankets and clothes, he 
makes money to support his study without 
burden his family. I wish I could follow his 
hardworking habit. 

Curiosity and
openness,
readiness to
suspend disbelief
about other
cultures and
belief about

Learning about cross-cultural understanding 
is very important especially for me who 
have a dream to study abroad. So, having 
friends from another country is a way to 
understand different cultures from different 
countries to avoid misunderstandings. I 
Learn from my online partner about Indian 
culture and I am very excited. This is a 
precious experience in my life and makes 
me want to learn more and more again about 
the culture in this world 

2. Knowledge
about another
country and
culture

Facts about
living in other
country, culture
and dealing with
different people

economy is the biggest and most productive 
in the world. I believe in him and I agree with 
his opinion after long discussion with him 
about economy and searched information 
from internet about the country resources  

How to initiate,
engage and
maintain
conversation
with people of
other culture.

I was really excited to communicate with
my Australian friend because since I was a 
kid I like Australia a lot. I started the 
conversation by asking about things I like 
from Australia like animals, the accent, even 
the shape of Australia continent
I have to talk carefully to avoid 
misunderstanding situations that might hurt 
her feeling. I follow the rules of Do and 

international friends.
Firstly, I introduce myself and tell her my 
purpose to have conversation to learn 
English and culture in order to make her 
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comfortable. I give her a chance to talk 
about herself and I read the facts about her 
custom and traditions on internet before 
talking to her

3. Knowledge
about the
intercultural
communication
process

Resolving
misunderstanding
that comes from

awareness about
the perspective of
another culture

We have similarities and differences 
because we are from different countries. 
Like issues about hijab and moslem in our 
country, I asked how her opinion about 
woman who wears a hijab is. She said that 

hurt anyone, so she will respect the culture. 
I'm so surprised that she respects everyone's
choice and culture even though I have 
different view about hijab. To me hijab is 
not a culture but an obligation for moslem to 
wear. I prefer not to argue with her about it 
and choose to explain the reason why 
moslem must wear hijab which is acceptable
for her.   

thought that all western people are rude to 

Muslims. Now, I realized that I was wrong. 
Not all western people are like that. My 
friend really respects me as a Muslim, even 
though she is an Atheist. She shared to me 
her family story which influence her thought 
and I understand the reason why she did not 
believe in God. 

4. Ability to cope
with living in a
different
culture

How to discover
new information
and use it in
interactions

One of nonverbal expressions in Australia I 
learned from my friend is eye contact. We
must maintain eye contact with the speakers 
because it is signed of trustworthiness 
sincerity and trustworthiness which totally 
different with my Javanese culture. 
At the beginning of our conversation, my 
stereotyping for any Indians are aggressive 
and reactive. By the time I realize that not all 
Indians are aggressive. My Indian friend is 
very peaceful and friendly to me. She always 
add some funny emoticons after her 
sentence.

5. Ability to

perspective

Realize that other
cultures can be
understood by
seeing things
from a different
perspective and

Learning cross cultural understanding led 
me to new things and fun. Here we can 
know the ins and outs of foreign cultures 
and make us aware of the importance of 
language in establishing friendship with 
foreigners.
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by seeing at 

culture from their
perspective 

I never thought that I would have friends 
from a foreign country, and this project 
allow me to realize that the difference 
beliefs, norms, habit and cultures we have 
are somehow not a big deal if we put our 
self in their shoes.

I realized that if I only know one country by
its surface culture and will not learn more, I 
am not be able to develop. From the first 
time I started this assignment I already 
thought that I have enough cultural 
knowledge to deal with foreign people. But 
I was wrong. I get addicted to learn more 
and
Loving culture is like loving someone we 
love. We will not know how beautiful, how 
rich, how great culture we have if we do not 
explore more from the original resource. 

We
cultures. And this can be used as our 
preparation to set up a life in another 
country. 

Discussion

Indicated by the result above, Cyber Pal Project (CPP) has a positive impact on 

participants' intercultural learning, intercultural communication competence as well as 

motivation to learn English. Based on questionnaire and interviews, the participants' positive 

attitudes of most commonly mentioned gains were (1) having new friends, (2) better perception 

of culture shock and stereotyping (3) development of intercultural competence (4) opportunity 

to practice English contextually, (5) motivation to learn other cultures as well as the English 

language. 

Most participants claimed that CPP provides them an opportunity to communicate with 

foreigners so they can make friends internationally for the first time in their life. Others 

mentioned that they are able to re-contact their old international friends that have not been in 

touch with them for a long time. Participants admit the value of establishing international 

friendship and the opportunity to explore foreign culture as well as their own culture. This kind 

of experience enables students to have exposure toward foreign culture as the best way to 

develop curiosity and openness, attitudes of respect, and to gain cultural knowledge from 

authentic resources. These findings support the view that providing opportunities to language 
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learners through experience both traditional media and social media can activate students 

learning and develop their cultural knowledge and understanding (Barrett et al. 2014; Gómez 

Rodríguez and Luis Fernando 2013; Izmaylova 2017). 

Through CPP, participants also perceived a better perception of cultural differences. 

Some participants experience culture shock at the beginning of this project when their partners 

refuse to continue communication through social media. The first greeting and impression 

determine the successfulness of communication. Certain sensitive topics might become 

offensive, such as the questions about religion and ages until participants try to adjust the views 

of their partners. For example, videos, pictures, and story shared by cyber pal relate to customs 

and rituals in their countries somehow make participants scratch their heads and even shrinking 

in disgust. For example, one participant was showed the video of the Phuket vegetarian festival 

in Thailand where people in this festival harm their body and cause blood everywhere as part 

of the festival. Another culture shock came from food when participants' partners mentioned 

about pig, fork, and bacon in their meal. As Moslem people who insist on halal meat, this 

regards to taboos and cautious about consuming food. On the other hand, some foreigners felt 

pretty strange and little squeamish when participants showed a picture of chicken's feet on 

soup. This experience is one of the cultural food adventures that makes participants identifying 

their own culture with their foreign friends' cultures. With the experience of culture shock and 

stereotypes at the beginning and later found experience through CPP is very eye-opening,

students benefit from their intercultural interaction. These findings provide evidence that 

stereotypes do not always have a harmful effect if they are changeable after receiving new and 

2011). In addition to stereotyping, some participants experience having odd conversations with 

their friends and start developing stereotypes about American culture and the country when 

their cyber pal refuses to have a conversation on a certain time without realizing different time 

zone. Later, when they start to adjust their views, they realized they have a better perception of 

cultural differences and overcome cultural stereotypes. Likewise, participants can understand 

a thing can be both true and untrue at the same time. Through this process, participants certainly 

develop their knowledge of particular foreign culture, customs and traditions, food, and other 

cultural and social systems. 

The data revealed that the development of intercultural competence has generated from 

intercultural interaction during CPP. As experts determined that reflection on experience is one 

of the main approaches to facilitate intercultural learning, students' reflection through essay, 

result of questionnaire and interview demonstrate this notion (Nardon and Nardon 2019). The 
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questionnaire and interview results have shown that CPP facilitates participants to learn new 

cultures and adapt to new cultural environments. Participants view the importance of such 

experience to help them prepare for their later plans to study abroad and their future careers. 

Furthermore, the motivation of participants to actively engage in cyber pal project conveyed 

their open-minded enthusiasm, preparedness in experiencing foreign cultures also lead to the 

development of intercultural learning and communication. This is in line with the view of 

learning motivation that the positive influence of communication and people from similar and 

diverse background plays an essential role of intrinsic motivation to generate learning and 

personal appreciation toward foreign culture (Iguisi 2009; Paley 2008; Shadiev et al. 2015)

Unlike most of the participants, few thought that CPP does not guarantee the gain of 

intercultural competence, they admit that their cyber pal is a good resource for learning foreign 

culture, which is one of the aspects that could help students develop their knowledge and raise 

awareness toward foreign culture. The findings of this study confirm research by Edi, Wello, 

and Dollah (2017) that one of the strategies used in developing students' intercultural 

communication competence was through the attitude and awareness dimensions. 

The result showed that participants realized the difference between the use of English 

in the classroom and the real world. Most of the participants acknowledged that the more they 

practice English, the more fluency in pronunciation and English skills they gained. Participants 

felt free to speak English with their cyber pal without being nervous and afraid to make 

mistakes. This situation is different from the classroom situation where a participant is being 

watched by teacher and other participants. In terms of learning motivation, participants showed 

their enthusiasm to learn and practice their English skills. Based on interview results, 

participants mentioned that they practice some unfamiliar expressions, slang, and new 

vocabulary. The activity of reading chats/messages, replying to it, listening, and speaking 

through video call can be interpreted that the process of integrated English skills occurs through 

CPP. These findings are consistent with earlier findings suggesting that intercultural learning 

relates to the English language skills and can be learned at the same time (Grimshaw and 

Cardoso 2018; Liu 2016; Sun 2015; Zhou 2017). 

Regardless of those successful, positive learning outcomes perceived by participants, 

some identified challenges were (1) different time zone, (2) negative response due to 

misunderstanding and language barrier. Some participants mentioned that their cyber pals 

speak English very well but have unfamiliar accents, which lead to misunderstanding. Others 

shared their experience in uneven communication due to the lack of vocabulary. Facing those 

challenges, participants are aware of the importance of punctuality and tolerance in foreign 
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friendship. An additional finding in this study relates to the usage of social media platforms, in 

which participants perceived that WhatsApp, Instagram, twitters, tandem, hello pal, twitter, 

and Facebook benefit them in many ways. They have no challenge to operate and surf the 

application for communication purposes. 

Analyzing the topics that emerged during a conversation, participants followed the 

topics suggested for intercultural conversation such as hobbies, holidays, the weather, jobs, 

films, and books well as local and national events. Apparently, participants apply strategies to 

start with strangers and able to maintain communications. Seeing the topics above and 

analyzing participants' reflection essays, it is found that those personal similarities became a 

priority and a determining factor of the continuity of the communication. Music and films 

dominated among other topics that can live up the conversation and reduce anxiety as well as 

uncertainty in intercultural communication. Additionally, some participants enjoyed the 

conversation with their partners who are from Islamic countries such as Egypt, Turkey, and 

Saudi Arabia because they do not only learn about culture but also exchange information and 

views about the activity of Moslem people in their own countries. This study is in line with the 

theory of (Gudykunst, Kim, and Ridge 1997) that intercultural communication can occur 

between people who have varying degrees of familiarity with each other. Another interesting 

topic relates to politeness and non-verbal communication. Two participants who interact with 

the Chinese mentioned that they are being taught by their friends about some signs and 

politeness. Being polite is one of the important strategies in intercultural communication, 

particularly with strangers. Unlike other topics, the issue of relationships was valued as taboo 

topics for some participants.

Regarding to the assessment of intercultural competence, the findings are discussed based on 

criteria. In the first criterion, participants demonstrated great interest in the culture of cyber pal, 

both daily activities and working habits, which prove the attitude component of intercultural 

competence. Furthermore, the second criterion was about knowledge of another country and 

culture represented by participants' ability to know the facts about one country and culture 

directly from their cyber pal, as well as their ability to start and maintain the interaction. This 

relies much on online interaction and information from the internet. The process of 

clarification, as seen in the example, signed that participants search and find information from 

the internet and ask the questions to their cyber pal. The present study showed that participants 

are able to discover new knowledge through online intercultural interaction. The idea of 

discovering new knowledge through online intercultural interaction can mirror the actual 

exchange and immersion context which confirms the previous study by Jin (2015) and against 
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a study by Byram et al. (2002) that achieving new information directly from original resources 

(native speaker or people who live in particular location) can only be occurred in study abroad 

situations/immersion context. To avoid misunderstanding and miscommunication caused by 

different information from the internet, this finding also suggests the teachers' availability and 

role assist students in providing feedbacks about cultural knowledge. From participants' 

example statements in the third criterion, it is clearly shown that they are able to resolve 

misunderstanding that comes from a lack of awareness about the perspective of another culture. 

Interpreting participants' example in the fourth criterion about the ability to cope with living in 

a different culture takes place in stereotyping and non-verbal expression experience. As 

participants experience stereotypes at the beginning of the interaction, this study suggests 

teachers' role teach analytical skills that help equip students with the ability to interact with a 

foreigner. This is supported by Dypedahl and Eschenbach (2011) that when stereotypes occur 

in the discussion, teacher can seize the opportunities to discuss it and support students doing 

reflection about it. Lastly, this study revealed the evidence of intercultural learning represented 

by participants' statements in the fifth criterion. Participants changed their perspective at 

another culture after realizing that cultural differences can be understood by seeing things from 

a different perspective.

Besides the benefits of the cyber pal project in intercultural learning as presented in this study, 

there are also limitations of this study and challenges in applying it. Some considerations that 

teachers and other researchers take into account are; (1) Conducting CPP in college level 

depend on students' English proficiency, (2) Informing students at the very first place about 

particular cyber-crime before they started to find friends online (fake identity, sexual 

harassment, scam, etc.), (3) Scaffolding is needed when students find difficulties to build 

communication with their CP, (4) Dictionary or any translation tools is needed when online 

communication occurs, (5) Teacher must invest time to listen to students' story about their CP 

during classroom meeting, (6) Time adjustment between students and their CP as well as 

maintaining convenience, (7) Only Selected CP platforms can be used in the project to develop 

Cross Cultural Understanding and communication 

Conclusion

This present study explores the use of cyber pal project as a medium for intercultural learning, 

and the result revealed that CPP could facilitate

develop their intercultural communication competence as well as motivation to learn English. 

It can be concluded that as one of the attractive resources, the cyber pal can be both extensive 
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and supplementary tool for learning culture that creates a center of attention to students.  It also 

can be a great device to contribute directly to students' understanding of new diverse cultures 

and real-time interaction so they can learn about culture authentically. Social media platforms 

used in the CPP project play its role as media communication that can assist intercultural 

learning since it offers students to network with the international community. However, some 

potential issues need to be considered, such as technic

project-

international partner could be interviewed in order to obtain a broader perspective of 

intercultural learning experience and understanding from both sides. Also, further research 

should focus on other and specific online tools.
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