
Are Tandem Classrooms Eff ective 
in Developing Intercultural  

Communicative Competence?

DOI: 10.15804/tner.2020.61.3.07

Abstract
Th e aim of this paper is to explore the eff ectiveness of tandem classrooms in 
promoting intercultural communicative competence by comparing the compe-
tence of students before and aft er participation in tandem classes. Th is research 
is based on the descriptive statistics from a survey administered at a university 
in South Korea. Th e survey was conducted in 2016 during the second semester, 
and it used students who participated in tandem classrooms by employing 
a questionnaire to measure the eff ectiveness of the tandem classrooms in rela-
tion to intercultural communicative competence and the students’ perception 
of their own competence aft er completing the tandem classes. Th e result of the 
research shows that unlike the initial expectations, there is no meaningful sign 
that the surveyed students have developed intercultural communicative com-
petence, which means that tandem classrooms did not actively help students 
improve this competence. In this study, an in-depth interview with students 
was also conducted in 2019 to fi nd out why such a result occurred. Although 
tandem classrooms would be highly valuable as a language learning method, 
the approach may require redesigning and reimplementation in great detail 
to become a method for developing intercultural communicative competence. 
Th erefore, this study highlights the underlying need for a revised curriculum 
for students attending tandem classrooms.
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Introduction

Th e tandem learning method is based on a mutual language exchange between 
the tandem partners. Th e term tandem was initially adopted to use for language 
education between French and German students in 1968 (Rosanelli, 1992). It is 
generally agreed that the tandem network, which was launched and developed by 
Jürgen Wolff , Marisa Delgado, Bernhard Leute, and Gracia Martín Torres in 1983 
(Calvert, 1992), has been facilitated as a programme for foreign language learning 
(Rosanelli, 1992; Brammerts, 2001). Th e two main pillars of tandem learning are 
the principles of autonomy and reciprocity, i.e., the ability to take charge of and 
to be responsible for one’s own learning and the goodwill of tandem partners to 
exchange knowledge and to support each other in the learning process, respec-
tively (Brammerts 2001, pp. 10–15; Tardieu & Horgues, 2020: pp. 2–3).

Tandem learning not only improves communication skills but also cultivates 
collaborative and self-directed learning methods. Moreover, tandem learning 
seems to be an optimized model for understanding mutual cultures in language 
education. Intercultural communication competence (ICC) is the ability to execute 
eff ective and appropriate communication behaviours that negotiate each other’s 
cultural identity or identities in a culturally diverse environment (Chen & Starosta, 
1999, p. 28). It is also suggested that eff ective ICC may include empathy, motiva-
tion, tolerance for uncertainty, respect, fl exibility, self-knowledge, other types of 
knowledge and so forth (Byram, 1997; Alptekin, 2002; Kohn, 2013). Th erefore, 
the tandem learning method can facilitate the acquisition of authentic language 
as well as intercultural competences since this pedagogical model is based on 
the mutual exchange between tandem partners who are familiar with their own 
cultures. However, it has not been estimated how much the tandem model can 
cultivate intercultural communication competence.

Literature Review and Research Focus
Most previous tandem studies have focused on e-tandem methods due to the 

lack of learning partners or foreign students during onsite/offl  ine sessions (Kim 
& Koh 2018) and have developed or designed curricula. St. John and Cash (1995), 
Little and Brammerts (1996), Woodin (1997), Shetzer (1997), Appel (1999), and 
Little et al. (1999) discussed the principles, methods, and eff ects of learning in 
tandem by e-mail. In research related to web-based tandem learning, Appel and 
Mullen (2000) improved the e-mail environment and conducted error analysis on 
vocabulary and grammar that appeared through the web to be specially designed 
to explore the development direction of tandem learning. Cziko (2004) proposed 
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an easy way to learn a second language by developing the Electronic Network 
for Language and Culture Exchange (ENLACE) using communication media. 
Noccetti (2012) also introduced computer-based tandem learning as a method of 
teaching English to adult learners in Italy. Elia (2006) examined how to study Eng-
lish and Italian using Skype, which provides Voice over Internet Protocol (VoIP) 
services. Vassallo & Telles (2006) discussed the principles and characteristics of 
online tandem programmes using Windows Live Messenger and discussed the 
possibility of introducing tele-tandem learning for all foreign language learning 
in Brazil.

Over the decades, although tandem learning has been researched in various 
fi elds, very limited research has been conducted in relation to Intercultural Com-
municative Competence (ICC). Other studies have linked the eff ects of tandem 
learning with the promotion of intercultural communication (Calvert, 1999; 
Schenker, 2012; Woodin, 2010). Based on an American-German telecollaboration, 
Schenker (2012) explored ICC within the framework of Byram’s model (1997) and 
revealed that no signifi cant change was found in cultural learning. Other stud-
ies, on the other hand, have demonstrated strong correlation between language 
learning and improving ICC in tandem learning by employing the method of 
conversational analysis (Woodin, 2013; Sabbah-Taylor, 2017).

Th e above studies have certainly examined the eff ectiveness of tandem learning 
in acquiring language skills through e-tandem programmes. However, it has not 
been properly shown that tandem learning will improve ICC. Hence, this study 
will try to assess ICC in onsite tandem classrooms. Th e following questions guided 
the study:

(1) Can tandem classrooms improve linguistic competence as well as intercul-
tural communication competence?

(2) How eff ective are tandem classrooms in enhancing intercultural commu-
nicative competence?

Research Context and Instrument

In 2016, over the course of the second semester, a number of full-fl edged tan-
dem classrooms for paired languages, including Hindi-Korean, Japanese-Korean, 
Vietnamese-Korean, and Russian-Korean, were conducted at Busan University 
of Foreign Studies. Each onsite/offl  ine tandem classroom consisted of 15-week-
long modules with a 3-hour weekly session. Th e basic purpose of these tandem 
classrooms was to build linguistic communication skills. However, the modules 
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cover some specifi ed themes, including cultural diff erences between the partners, 
to promote the understanding of each other’s culture.

Th e participants in the study were 87 full-time undergraduate students enrolled 
in the university. Th e students were checked by completing a simple demographic 
profi le before the survey was conducted by the school’s Centre for Teaching and 
Learning.

In addition, an in-depth interview was also conducted with several students 
who participated in Polish-Korean and Th ai-Korean tandem programs at Hankuk 
University of Foreign Studies in 2019.

Table 1. Participant demographics

Categories Student No. Percentage (%)
Gender Male 34 39.1 %

Female 53 60.9 %
Grade First Year 2 2.3 %

Second Year 34 39.1 %
Th ird Year 31 35.6 %
Fourth Year 20 23.0 %

Total 87 100 %

Source: Tandem Centre (Report on Tandem Eff ect: ACE 4–3-4).

Th is study used a survey on ICC developed by the Centre for Teaching and 
Learning (see Appendix). Th is questionnaire consists of items related to empathy, 
respect, tolerance, self-knowledge, other types of knowledge, and motivation. Ordi-
nal responses were provided on a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (strongly 
disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).

Table 2. Descriptive statistical analysis

N Mini-
mum

Maxi-
mum M SD SKEW.P KURT

Gender 87 1 2 1.61 .491 -.445 -1.844
Grade 87 1 4 2.78 .836 .089 -.934
CA1 87 2 5 4.07 .759 -.280 -.729
CA2 87 2 5 3.54 .860 .041 -.613
CA3 87 3 5 4.68 .581 -1.649 1.737
CA4 87 1 5 3.90 .977 -.631 .141
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N Mini-
mum

Maxi-
mum M SD SKEW.P KURT

CA5 86 2 5 4.12 .773 -.674 .276
CA6 87 1 5 4.14 .942 -1.050 .721
CA7 87 2 5 3.94 .826 -.145 -.961
CA8 87 3 5 4.30 .701 -.491 -.851
CA9 87 2 5 4.39 .783 -1.265 1.253
CA10 87 2 5 4.15 .815 -.548 -.553
CA11 87 1 5 4.00 .792 -.718 1.257
CA12 87 1 5 4.21 .878 -1.054 1.058
CA13 87 1 5 3.75 1.070 -.466 -.544
CA14 87 1 5 4.10 .876 -.947 .968
CA15 87 1 5 3.51 1.311 -.568 -.831
CA16 86 1 5 3.78 1.202 -.934 .132
CA17 87 1 5 4.03 .970 -1.244 1.762
CA18 87 1 5 4.10 .977 -1.284 1.812

Source: Tandem Centre (Report on Tandem Eff ect: ACE 4–3-4).

Research Results

Th e framework survey was administered through the classrooms to measure the 
eff ectiveness of the tandem classrooms in relation to intercultural communicative 
competence and to explore how the students perceived their level of competence 
aft er completing the tandem classes.

As Table 3 indicates, no signifi cant diff erence was found in the post-survey 
regardless of the question items. Th e overall perceptions of the students, regardless 
of gender and grade, were considerably diff erent from the initial expectation that 
the onsite tandem learning method increases ICC. Th e result is highly likely to 
stem from discrepancy in goals (i.e. improving language skill vs. intercultural 
communicative competence) rather than variation in the instructional learning 
method (i.e. traditional learning vs. tandem learning). In other words, according 
to the students who participated in the tandem class at HUFS, they enrolled in the 
class to improve their language competence through teaching and learning with 
their partners based on the given curriculum, but not to understand each other’s 
culture.
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Table 3. Pre-post survey analysis

M N SD SE
Diff erence Pre-survey 4.0391 87 .53406 .05726

Post-survey 4.0581 87 .64854 .06953

Following the analysis of the overall perceptions, this study analysed the stu-
dents’ perceptions of the ICC items, as summarized in Table 4. No statistically 
meaningful level of signifi cance was found for gender (male students: correlation 
.132, p-value .457; female students: correlation .012, p-value .933). Unlike the 
initial expectation, tandem method did not greatly improve interaction. Th is 
may indicate that students experienced diffi  culties in discussing with their course 
participants and tandem partners.

Table 4. Analysis of the result

Diff erence (Pre-Post)

t df p-value
M SD SE

95 % 
Confi dence 

Interval
lower upper

Diff er-
ence

Pre-
Post

-.01904 .80847 .08668 -.19135 .15326 -.220 86 .827

Although the upper-grade students’ ICC levels showed little diff erence, their 
perceptions did not display a signifi cant result when examined by t-test. Th is result 
does not attest to the existence of an interaction eff ect between instructional method 
and grade group. It is also notable that some of the upper-grade students were not 
able to understand each other’s culture because of their limited languages skills. 

Table 5. Analysis: upper-grade students

Diff erence (Pre-Post)

t df p-value
M SD SE

95 % 
Confi dence 

Interval
lower upper

Dif-
fer-
ence

Pre-
Post

.01961 .80591 .11285 -.20706 .24627 .174 50 .863
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Conclusion

Th e aim of this study was to assess intercultural communication competence 
in onsite tandem learning. Over the years, only a small number of studies have 
examined the impact of tandem classrooms on intercultural communicative com-
petence. Based on the current study of 87 students implemented in full-fl edged 
tandem classrooms, the results indicate that participating in tandem classrooms 
does not signifi cantly cultivate the intercultural communication competence of 
the students. Th ere is no doubt that tandem learning increases one’s language 
capacity. However, the hypothesis that tandem communication will also improve 
one’s intercultural communication competence has not been proven in this study. 
Additional interviews with students who also participated in the tandem pro-
gram at Hankuk University of Foreign Studies were conducted to fi nd out why 
the hypothesis was not valid. Th e reason for this outcome is that tandem class-
rooms are primarily designed to strengthen students’ language communication 
competence, not to foster their intercultural communication skills. It should be 
noted that intercultural communication competence may vary depending on the 
level of language profi ciency of students, and there could be a limitation of the 
students’ verbal expressions regarding understanding the other culture. In other 
words, the existing curriculum may not be adequate for cultivating two compe-
tences simultaneously. Th erefore, the cultivation of intercultural communication 
competence in the tandem programme can only be achieved by the development 
of an appropriate curriculum and pedagogy that considers the linguistic level of 
the participants. Th e results of this study, with no signifi cant statistical data for the 
development of ICC, thus demonstrate the necessity of the improvement of future 
tandem programmes.

Research limitations

It may be diffi  cult to assess intercultural communicative competence. No suita-
ble instruments have yet been developed to measure this competence. In this paper, 
a self-developed tool was employed, although this tool still leaves many aspects to 
be desired. Moreover, cultural diff erences or national characteristics were not used 
to examine intercultural communicative competence in this research.
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Appendix. 
Intercultural Communicative Competence Instrument (Survey)

Th e following statements and questions are related to how you perceive your global cul-
tural competency through the tandem classroom.

Please indicate your agreement or disagreement with each statement based on the follow-
ing Likert scale:

t = strongly agree r = somewhat agree e = neutral w = somewhat disagree q = strongly 
disagree

CA1. I am interested in the history and culture of other countries.
CA2. I am aware of the diff erences or similarities of other religious or cultural practices.
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CA3. I think we should not discriminate against another person due to their diff erent 
nationality or gender.

CA4. I think multiculturalism enriches our lives and society.
CA5. I think ethics and morality can be changed according to the specifi city of the age, 

country, and historical situation.
CA6. I like to eat foreign food.
CA7. I fully accommodate the lifestyles of other countries, although they are not familiar 

to me.
CA8. I like to be exposed to various cultures and languages.
CA9. I want to be friendly with foreign students, and it would be good to work together 

as a team.
CA10. Even if I go to other countries, I am confi dent that I will do well.
CA11. I have my own norms, but I fl exibly act according to the circumstances rather than 

stick to my norms.
CA12. I will not miss the opportunity to challenge myself no matter how hard it is.
CA13. I am not greatly stressed even if my living environment changes.
CA14. I consider the global stage as an opportunity rather than a threat so that I challenge 

myself positively.
CA15. I have participated in various cultural exchange programmes and events.
CA16. I have travelled/studied abroad.
CA17. I contact my foreign friends via SNS or e-mail.
CA18. I have taken a course related to foreign culture.


