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Abstract 
This article explores the use of technology as an effective tool through which 
intercultural competence can be incorporated into language instructions for 
the purpose of advancing communicative competence in English as a Second 
Language (ESL) teacher education instructions. The paper explicates the 
concept of communicative and intercultural competence and outlines the need 
for their complementary roles in English as a second language learning and 
teaching. It discusses the role technology can play in the process of 
integrating the intercultural component of the communicative competence 
construct into language instructions. The paper discerns how technology in 
language teaching and learning is pragmatic in giving access to information 
through collaborative learning and online opinion exchange, promoting 
English proficiency, social equity and identity and learner autonomy. The 
paper identifies some implications and challenges associated with integrating 
intercultural competence into language education through technology. 
Recommendations highlight the need for creation of supportive technological-
based environment, improving technological competence of ESL teachers and 
learners and integrating the use of technology into course materials and 
curricular of ESL teacher training institutions.  

 
English as a second Language (ESL) instructional programmes in teacher 

training institutions have recently been making tremendous effort towards developing 
learners’ communicative competence through technology. Coleman (2010) quoted in 
Jowitt (2013), points out that this effort is in recognition of the distinct contributions of 
English language towards meeting society’s needs in terms of increasing employability, 
facilitating international mobility, unlocking development opportunities (through for 
example, giving access to information). 
 

However, facilitators of ESL learning and teaching in teacher education 
institutions are not finding it an easy task fostering communicative competence which 
has for long remained its goal. Sipra (2013) reveals that ESL teachers face several 
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challenges including large sized classes, lack of instructional materials and 
technological competence and support to plan lessons.  
 

Another worrisome problem is management of demotivated students who are 
busy with their smart phones, mobile phones, ipads, e-books, and tablets instead of 
participating in classroom activities. The extent to which learners are obsessed with 
latest technology in classroom today prompts teachers to think about how best to utilize 
these extraordinary technologies for educational purposes. 
 

Researches in language education show that technology assisted language 
learning tools can be utilized by ESL teacher trainers to enhance learners’ 
communicative competence. (Shih and Yang, 2008; Larsari; 2011; Sehlaoui, 2003; 
Sipra, 2013). Technologies used to enhance teaching and learning of communicative 
competence as Sipra (2013) points out, include audio media (radio, audio CDs, audio 
DVDs and tape recorders), audio-visual media (television, video CDs, video DVDs and 
recorder, video cameras), multimedia (i.e. audio, video, graphics, texts, animation), 
mobile technologies (cellular phones, smart phones, ipads, tablet PC, blue tooth, e-
book), language laboratory equipment (head phones, microphones), computer and 
internet, chat room, podcast and vodcast, virtual classrooms, virtual library, projected 
power points among others. 
 

The purpose of this paper is to suggest that utilization of technology assisted 
language learning tools in ESL learning and teaching as Larsari (2011) opines, would 
not only increase both input (exposure) and output (use) of the target language (TL) 
that is needed for learners to promote their English language proficiency, but also 
promote learning motivation, learner autonomy, social equality and identity in the 
process of advancing communicative competence. 
 
Concept of Communicative Competence in Language Teacher Education 

The ultimate goal of ESL teacher training programmes is to teach learners to 
become academically, linguistically and communicatively competent in social context 
beyond the school system. Communicative competence, according to Hymes (1972) 
may be termed as the knowledge of both rules of grammar and rules of language 
appropriate to a given context. This has been further modified by researchers such as 
Lightbown and Spada (1999) and Power (2003) who defined communicative 
competence as learners’ ability to efficiently express what they mean in the target 
language and successfully achieve communication in real-life situations.  
 

A communicative competent person may not use the language exactly as a 
native speaker does but will know how to do things in English, for example, purchasing 
something, convincing someone and expressing personal feelings. He will also know 
how to speak or use formal and informal language style (Kasper, 1997). In order to 
attain overall communicative competency, Larsari (2011) opines that learners need to 
acquire the linguistic, intercultural (socio-cultural), pragmatic, strategic and discourse 
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knowledge (competence) of the target language. Kasper (1997) asserts that both 
linguistic competence (control of language elements – phonology, grammar and lexis 
which are needed to interprete or produce spoken or written text) and intercultural 
competence (knowledge of how to interprete and produce a spoken or written piece of 
discourse within a particular socio-cultural context) are developed and acquired through 
sufficient exposure and use of the target language, and without which communicative 
competence is not likely to be promoted. 
 

Intercultural competence (which is the focus of this paper) involves knowledge 
of cultural factors such as thought, communication, customs, beliefs, values and norms 
or rules of behaviour that exist in the target language, community as well as cross-
cultural awareness, including differences and similarities in cross-cultural communities 
(Uso-Juan and Martinez – Flor, 2006). In other words, the capacity to incorporate 
cultural knowledge into language or choose appropriate language and interact 
effectively with individuals from different cultures in a variety of socio-cultural 
contexts is what makes a person inter-culturally competent (Kasper, 1997; Godwin - 
Jones, 2013). 
 

As indicated by Davis, Cho and Hagenson (2005), achieving intercultural 
competence through intercultural learning which though is an integral part of ESL 
instructions of teacher education language courses, is a major goal that complements 
development of learners’ language or communicative competence. 
 
Need to Complement Communicative Competence with Intercultural Learning or 
Education 

Godwin – Jones (2013) insists that bringing ESL learners to see the need for 
the inclusion of intercultural component of language into basic language class is crucial 
for effective communication and fundamental to effective language learning. Davis et 
al (2005) points out four reasons for including intercultural component of 
communicative competence construct into ESL instructional programmes: 
 To assist learners discover that in real-world communication, cultural identities 

play a major role in shaping how language is used (i.e. understand language 
through culture and culture through language). 

 To equip learners with skills of interaction and discovery that promote acquisition 
of new knowledge of cultural practices and the ability to use them to operate under 
constrains of real-time communication and collaboration. 

 To assist learners learn other languages and adapt to their registers as the need 
arises, as well as cope in new multilingual environments both from personal and 
professional perspectives. 

 To prepare learners to become culturally competent global citizens who are 
flexible, culturally sensitive, able to alter behaviour appropriately and 
communicate appropriately depending on the cross-cultural context. 
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Therefore, it is imperative for learners to understand different cultures or societies 
in order to take an active role in today’s complex world. To achieve this intercultural 
competency, Davies et al (2005); Shih and Yang (2013) posit that technology assisted 
language learning tools that aim to not only elicit authentic communication by offering 
a realistic context in a virtual environment but also enhance learners’ immersion and 
interaction are key to promoting intercultural learning and communicative competence. 
 
Role of Technology in Facilitating Intercultural Learning for Development of 
Communicative Competence 

As stated by Larsari, (2011), educators have been developing learners 
communicative competence from the intercultural dimension with innovative uses of 
tools that serve to: 

 
1. Increase Interactive Communication and Exposure to the Target 
Language 

By bringing interactive distance learning technologies into language learning 
and teaching, the interaction pattern can be changed and be used to increase access to 
education on a global scale (Davis, 2005; Larsari, 2011). Through the internet, 
teleconferencing (i.e. video and computer conferencing), virtual learning environment, 
e-mail collaborations, learners are offered the opportunities to communicate and learn 
collaboratively with learners worldwide (Shield and Weininger, 2004; Davies, 2005). 
Synchronous video-based language exchanges and teletandem exchanges allow for 
communication that more closely resemble face-to-face conversations and provide 
learners opportunity to practice their target language equally. Today video-based 
pairing can be done with Skype or similar free-inexpensive teleconferencing tools. 
Recently, as Shih and Yang (2008) reveal, an interactive three-D virtual reality 
technology (i.e. virtual English Classroom) provided learners with an immersive and 
real time voice interactive learning experience. 
 
2. Create Opportunities to Participate in the Target Socio-Cultural Context 

Other than exposure to the target language, learners can have more 
opportunities to take part in the target social and cultural context and learn intercultural 
competence. Larsari (2011) explains that by using built-in cameras of mobile or hand-
held devices, digital cameras and camcorders to record or take photos, e-mails to send 
photos, blog posts, audio or video attachments, learners can introduce their families, 
countries, and cultures to their keypals. In order to view what has been sent to them, 
projected power-point slides and multimedia projectors are used to make it easier for 
both teachers and learners to have a pleasant experience during presentation. As such 
all learners can see the big visual together at the same time without encircling class 
computer. By using microphones and web cameras, learners are enabled to participate 
in online communications that almost resemble traditional face-to-face conversations.  
 

Furthermore, through audio or video communications, learners are able to 
obtain both verbal (e.g. intonation) and non-verbal (e.g. facial expressions) cues that are 
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essential factors to develop social competency (Shumin, 1997 cited in Larsari, 2011). 
Learners can also participate in target socio-cultural contexts by viewing as well as 
listening to smart phone/ipad downloaded, recorded or real-time online cultural 
dialogues, interviews or discussions with native speakers, t.v/radio news, films, 
documentaries, songs, jokes or anecdotes among others via multimedia projectors and 
interactive white boards (Shih and Yang, 2008). Using these aforementioned 
technologies offer two benefits: 
 First, they give learners the chance to be exposed to authentic or natural and 

communicative content-rich linguistic and socio-cultural materials. 
 Second, the responses during interviews, songs and jokes from native speakers, or 

anecdotes from typical films from target culture could be excellent sources of 
listening materials that would transport learners to the target culture and prepare 
them to communicate naturally and competently (Uso-Juan and Martinez-Flor, 
2006; Shih and Yang, 2008). 

 
3. Promote English Proficiency 

In terms of the effect of technology on language proficiency, Pennington 
(2004) quoted in Larsari (2011), suggests that tablet PC and audio-text, particularly 
electronic word-processor and hypertext with sound and pictures are beneficial. These 
tools that enable learners to easily compose and revise text and check spellings, 
grammar and pronunciation can promote learners’ confidence in their ability to write 
better and generate writing products (Larsari, 2011). Similarly, Uso-Juan and Martinez-
Flor (2008), stress that web-based communication tools such as tandem e-mail, web 
journal and discussion boards promote cross cultural dialogue.  
 

Alike, viewing pictures, short scenes from films or documentaries non-verbal 
videos and role plays using projected power point can be used not only to raise 
learners’ awareness of speech act and body language behaviours in the target language 
but also elicit learners’ opinion on a given cultural topic. By and large, engaging 
learners in these activities involving various language skills with emphasis on the 
intercultural component, enhances learners’ overall communicative competence (Uso-
Juan and Martinez-Flor, 2008). 
 
4. Encourage Motivation and Learner Autonomy 

Involving learners in authentic meaningful interactions with learners worldwide 
via the internet can also promote motivation for learners to keep learning. Motivation of 
learning can often support learners to become more responsible and willing to engage 
in their own learning, defined as learner autonomy (Lightbown and Spada, 1999 in 
Larsari, 2011).  
 

Getting learners to subscribe to a digital text or e-book using their hand-held 
devices such as mobile phones, ipads, blackberry, smart phones and bluetooth, motivate  
them to engage in further self study. For instance, during the process of critical reading 
where learners focus on making judgment about certain cultural behaviours (i.e. 
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cultural bump or misunderstanding), learners may actively utilize their language 
knowledge learned on their own or in classroom and check not only their language 
output but also whether they have correctly understood the reasons for the cultural 
conflict being dealt with and also, ways of avoiding such conflict (Uso-Juan and 
Martinez-Flor, 2008; Larsari, 2011; also Godwin-Jones, 2013). 
 

Additional activities which learners would be able to carry out autonomously 
as prescribed by Uso-Juan and Martinez-Flor (2008) include: 
 Previewing or making guesses about the content of a given cultural text both 

before and while reading which could serve to develop learners’ strategic 
competence. 

 Associating words in a giving digital text to a giving cultural topic serves to 
promote learners linguistic competence. 

 Analysing text devices that convey intended meaning of a given cultural text 
serves to enhance pragmatic competence. 

 
5. Promote social equity and Identity 

Online media communication as asserted by Larsari (2011), is less stressful and 
enables every class member to have equal chances to practice the target language 
whether in the classroom discussion board or online community. Also, individual 
differences leading to social inequality to speak in traditional classrooms can be 
overcome. Besides, learners are also allowed to express their identity; diverse opinion 
can exist simultaneously and discussions in class can be extended after class.    
 
Challenges of Using Technology in Language Education 
1. Socio-cultural Challenges  

Other than offering opportunities for more exposure, interaction, participation 
in socio-cultural context of the target language–all of which promote English 
proficiency of ESL learners. Sehlaoui (2003) argues that, e-mail and internet assisted 
language learning tools among others, have at times been criticized as having attributes 
of a “double-edged sword” in the socio-cultural communication process. 
 

Pennington (1996) points out that during collaborative studies with a wide 
range of cyber societies, via internet/website facilities, both the learners and their 
teachers are sometimes exposed to cultural materials that portray anti-social behaviours  
e.g. nudism , which may be offensive in the learners’ culture. Such exposure can hurt 
feelings or result in cultural conflict and misunderstanding and even reinforce or 
strengthen negative stereotypes and prejudices, rather than reduce or eliminate them. 
 

Another socio-cultural criticism reveals that computer mediated 
communication can serve to reinforce linguistic imperialism as well as other hegemonic 
aspects of language education. In other words, those cultural identities of the target 
language that play a major role in shaping how the language is used will be 
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strengthened and protected via computer technology (Sehlaoui, 2003; Godwin-Jones, 
2013).                              
 
2. Socio-Economic Challenges  

At the socio-economic level, criticisms revealed about language learning and 
teaching using computer and internet among others, include the problem of unequal 
access to these tools (Lockard Abrams and Many, 1997 quoted in Sehlaoui, 2003). This 
problem of inequality will inevitably create a new category of “haves” (that is, those 
schools that have technology, teach it and make it available) and “have nots” along pre-
existing lines of inequalities (Sehlaoui, 2003). 
 

According to McGrath, Thurston and Stone (1992) quoted in Sehlaoui (2003), 
inequalities in access to technology assisted language learning tools have two 
implications:  

 The learners, teachers and institutions affected will be educationally 
handicapped by the lack of these powerful learning tools. 

 The students may find themselves at a disadvantage in their preparation for their 
future academic careers or jobs. 

 
3. Technical Challenges  

First, and very worrisome is the problem of lack of effective technological 
competence among language educators which rendered educational technology a weak 
component of most ESL education. The effect of inadequate technical training of ESL 
teacher trainers is that most of them are not technologically competent to facilitate 
students’ language learning through technology (Sehlaoui, 2003). 
 

Similarly, the use of technology assisted language learning tools is yet to be 
incorporated into the instructional designs, curricular, course materials and textbooks of 
ESL teacher education programmes (Job and Salawu, 2013). Moreso, the failure of 
ESL instructional programmes to utilize the learners interest in possessing and using 
latest technology for educational purposes, will turn these tools (blackberry, smart 
phones, etc) into obstructing and distracting agents in the learning process. However, 
Okolo, Bahr and Rieth (1993) cited in Sehlaoui (2003), caution that the eagerness of 
educational institutions to use educational technology to enhance language learning has 
not been ensured by simply purchasing or adding these tools to a classroom but rather 
depends on the knowledge (how to design learning tasks, monitor learners’ learning, 
and evaluate their language progress), technical competence and willingness of ESL 
teacher educators (Lasari, 2011). 
 
Conclusion 

Developing learners’ communicative competence has long been among the 
major goals of ESL teacher education programmes. It is the view of this paper that 
integration of intercultural learning into language instructions via technology is key to 
realizing this communicative goal. The ways and means of going about this integration 
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and the pedagogical benefits accruable in the process, would enable teachers and their 
students to recognize the need for education related to globalization and to reflect such 
in their lifelong educational practices. 
 
Recommendations 

Based on the discussions which focused on the potentials of technology in 
integrating intercultural learning into language instructions, the paper recommends the 
following:- 
 Teacher training institutions should create a supportive technological-based 

environment whose role will go beyond providing accessibility and availability of 
updated hardware and software equipment, to include provision of technical 
training and scaffolding for both ESL learners and ESL teachers to develop their 
effective technological competence. 

 
 ESL education programmes should integrate the use of digital technologies into 

their course content, textbooks, and curriculum for teaching communicative 
competence so that in-service and pre-service teachers will gain competence in 
teaching the target language and its culture through technology. 

 ESL teacher trainers should be facilitated to engage in continuous professional 
development anchored by experts in technology-assisted language learning via 
face-to-face workshop or online self-study programmes depending on training 
objectives and environment. 

 ESL teacher education programmes should provide multiple incentives e.g. 
workload reduction, recognition and increased research allocations to encourage 
the use of technology in language teaching and learning. 
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