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	Abstract

	The internationalisation of UK HEIs has meant that international students are increasing in number and spending longer periods of time in the UK taking degree programmes. As part of the internationalisation of the curriculum, new teaching and learning material has been created to respond to this change.  International students need a learning space which allows them to negotiate their understanding of ‘otherness’ from both the ‘outsider’ perspective and also to experience how ‘others’ relate to them whereby they are the ‘insiders’. The out of class materials and activities described below give affordances to international students to explore their cultural identities in relation to ‘others’. The use of English as a lingua franca adds authenticity to the interactions, and the absence of ‘native speakers’ attempts to remove the problem of understanding ‘otherness’ from the perspective of the dominant culture being seen as the norm. Submitted: July 2006.


	Background – contextual issues giving rise to the initiative

	The University of Portsmouth and in particular the School of Languages and Area Studies (SLAS) has a history of receiving cohorts of Socrates-Erasmus students and lately students from South East Asia and in particular, mainland China.  It has been well documented that international students want but are not always able, for a variety of reasons, to have enough contact with others in the host community. The ‘tandem’ groups were an attempt to provide opportunities for international students to use English outside the classroom. Whilst multicultural groups that included home students may have been closer to what the students expected, such groups were logistically and pedagogically more problematic to set up. Therefore as an interim solution, the ‘international’ tandem groups were established.


	Description of activity or initiative

	The use of ‘tandem partners’ in the teaching and learning of languages and in particular modern foreign languages has a long history. (Bramments: 1995) Tandem learning is predicated upon the principle of reciprocity. Both partners should benefit equally from the exchange. The one caveat is that each partner is available as an expert but not as a teacher. (Walker 1998).

The SLAS version of tandem learning has increased the number of participants from two to three and shifted the focus to intercultural learning through the use of English as a lingua franca. The sole criterion for forming these triads is that one or more of the three should speak a first language different to the other one or two, thus making English the lingua franca for communication. The learning outcomes of the SLAS tandem learning have been widened to focus on communication rather than language and in particular intercultural communication and ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’ perspectives. However, the two principles of autonomy (Holec: 1980) and reciprocity have been retained and in the case of the principle of reciprocity, the emphasis has again been shifted to include a focus on working in teams with supportive, complementary intercultural material done in class contact time to help learner better understand the implications of working in intercultural groups.

The approach adopted in SLAS revolves around face-to-face contact rather than the originally conceived online interaction. Although the SLAS adaptation does not exclude computer-mediated interaction, it has been noted that with the increased use of interactive written discourse. (IWD) popularly known as ‘chat’ (Goddard: 2005) as a form of recreation, the opportunities for face to face interactions amongst the cohorts in this study are fewer and pose problems which influence both self confidence and self esteem, which in turn can impact on their ability to use the foreign language. However, it has been noted that students reticent to speak in face-to-face contexts are more willing to participate in the electronic context (Beauvois, 1995; González-Bueno, 1998; Warschauer, 1995). 

The tasks used outside of class by the students and meta tasks used by teachers and students in class were adapted from and inspired by the intercultural work done by the FTDL HEFCE funded project carried out by Celia Roberts and Shirley Jordan  LARA Project Learning and Residence Abroad. (2000)


	Evaluative comments

	At the end of each semester, student feedback is sought and on the whole the feedback has been positive especially for newly arrived or year two direct entry students. Gieve and Clark with reference to the same Tandem Learning programme comment on the reflections made by learners. On the part of the Chinese students, there was also a widespread appreciation of the interpersonal contact, which the programme afforded apart from the gains in cultural knowledge and the opportunity to practise language skills. The nature of the negativity from European students was similar to that expressed by the Chinese. Some of the responses referred to the suggested topics for investigation and discussion being unsuitable or uninteresting, problems with getting the group to work well together, and it (working in an intercultural group) did not improve their language skills (Gieve & Clark 2005: 269).



	Advice to others

	With the above method of group selection, there is always the possibility that there will be breakdowns and miscommunications. Therefore some complementary, supportive work needs to be done in class contact time or through a form of independent work to use these forms of ‘breakdown’ in a constructive manner e.g. ‘critical incidents’. However, this may not always be possible and there have been cases where one group member fails to turn up to the meetings, in which case a mild form of surveillance or ‘what to do if’ information should be   available so that all groups can complete the assessment. The crucial point is that learning can occur through the smooth running of a group as well as in a group ‘behaving badly’. In their reflections students are expected to avoid discussing problems in terms of the personalities involved in the ‘badly behaving’ groups and try to identify reasons for the breakdown by applying the  theory of working in intercultural teams to their own experience 

In the SLAS version, the learners are speaking as individuals and exchanging their beliefs and understanding of the representation of social practices, which are carried out in the world they live in. One drawback of the adapted version is that their discussions can remain at the level of describing stereotypes. Associated with this is that through contact with other cultures, stereotypes can be reinforced rather than challenged. It is for this reason that the tasks need to be supported by in class meta-tasks, which through reflection on the part of the student, lead them to challenge the stereotypical, positions which circulate. The tasks clearly need content but the precise nature of the content will be influenced by its motivational potential and relevance to the students’ course of study.  More important than the task content is the process of negotiation and learning that is taking place when the groups meet.
The work done was assessed through a diary with a final 150 word reflective component, which contributed 10% of their final mark for a particular unit. The use of coursework as an assessment artefact and in particular coursework based on worked done outside of class can be problematical on several accounts. Firstly the reflection is written according to what the teacher wants to hear, rather than on what actually went on. And in some cases it was clear that diary entries were written without meetings having taken place.
Although it was made clear in the assessment criteria for the Reflections what kind of statements would be valued we can never be sure of the extent to which the Reflections were written with an eye to flattering the readers.(Gieve & Clark 2005: 272)


	Reflection/any other comments

	Despite the above drawbacks, the transferability of this approach to other teaching and learning contexts would be possible with significant benefits to both home and international students in terms of increasing self-confidence, providing opportunities to develop networks and developing better intercultural understanding. By bringing cohorts of students together who are seemingly different, with strong intercultural support, is providing them with a space for similarities and differences to be examined and challenged in a cooperatively and collaboratively environment. However, one caveat must be pointed out.  Keller (1991) has noted that stereotypes held by exchange students often become confirmed prejudices as a result of contact with the host culture. Students need to be aware of diversity and difference both within their own culture and the culture they are visiting. Such an emphasis needs to move away from the assumption of a single, more or less homogeneous national culture as a taken-for-granted conceptual framework, which Holliday (1999) has termed a  ‘large culture’ approach, which adopts a notion of culture(s) that sees them in their most typical form as geographically (and often nationally) distinct entities, relatively unchanging and homogeneous, and as all-encompassing systems of rules or norms that substantially determine personal behaviour (Atkinson1999).
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