Improving Intercultural Competence by Predicting in French Film
Abstract: This paper describes an instructional tool to be demonstrated that tests the hypothesis that predicting the next event in a feature film at “teachable moments” that reveal cultural distinctions will improve students’ intercultural competence. This “cultural tutor”, developed with the new Flash version of the Cognitive Tutor Authoring Tools system, assists students in reflecting more deeply and gaining greater cultural understanding through noticing and self-explanation. The tutor allows instructors to author content that is personalized to their courses, utilizing film moments that they believe to be culturally relevant.  It is currently being piloted in an online French classroom as part of a larger treatment that includes peer discussion in a blog format.

Introduction

Cultural understanding, while established as a meaningful element of learning a second language, is often given a less than thorough treatment in lower-level language courses (Maxim 2000) as instructors focus on the more tangible speaking and writing skills that are part of SLA.  The American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages (ACTFL) has set forth a number of “content standards” regarding what students should know and be able to do in the document Standards for Foreign Language Learning in the 21st Century (ACTFL 1996).  A significant number of these focus on cultural understanding, e.g.:

Standard 2.1: Students demonstrate an understanding of the relationship between the practices and perspectives of the culture studied 

Standard 3.2: Students acquire information and recognize the distinctive viewpoints that are only available through the foreign language and its cultures

Standard 4.2: Students demonstrate understanding of the concept of culture through comparisons of the cultures studied and their own.

These standards indicate a need for emphasis on developing cultural competence as an integral part of the foreign language classroom, in addition to linguistic ability.  Furthermore, the document stresses the importance of going beyond a simple dissemination of knowledge of cultural practices to developing activities that cause students to reflect and gain insight on native perspectives, opinions, and values. 

The work described in this paper targets a current online course at a university which presents cultural instruction in “culture notes or capsules” as is typical of beginning level language classrooms (Maxim 2000).  Despite decades of calls to modify their practices, teachers still rely on textbooks as their main source of cultural information (Moore 1998).  Authentic materials such as feature films are often used in upper-level courses to engage students in cultural discussion, but little use of multimedia or other tools exist even in this online course to assist students in gaining cultural understanding.  We want students to get more out of the opportunities they have to interpret authentic material and identify cultural perspectives. 
Teaching Culture

Cultural knowledge is often described in terms of “little c” culture, comprised of cultural beliefs, behaviors, and values, and “big C” culture, such as literature, art, and institutions.  Students most often identify cultural learning with “big C” culture, which is a small part of the whole picture (Herron 2000).  “Little c” culture is more subtle and more difficult to teach, but can reveal important cultural differences.  For example, the Cultura project at MIT (Furstenberg 2001) found that “The word individualisme/ individualism, is a prime example where highly positive connotations of words such as ‘freedom,’ ‘creativity,’ and ‘personal expression’ appear on the American side, while the French side is replete with such negative notions of ‘égoïsme,’ ‘égocentrisme,’ ‘solitude.’  The ability to notice, describe, and analyze these different perspectives, to '… reflect critically and engage with otherness’ (Scarino 2000) is termed ‘intercultural competence’.
A common approach that current practice in cultural teaching takes to meet the ACTFL standards is to show multimedia in the form of videos, commercials, or other medium and then ask students to reflect and discuss in a classroom setting.  Kitajima (1998) suggests that “students can watch silent videos and discuss similarities and differences between, say, a train ride in their own country and in the target language community” and that “the instructor can also use various parts of the interviews to prompt student discussion in the classroom.”  In one such project at the University of Hawaii, students view Japanese commercials to identify cultural stereotypes and then role-play in discussion groups versions of these commercials created from their observations.  This classroom discussion format is an effective way to stimulate thought and creates synergy in the class that can supersede the reflective capability of individual students.  It is a classic technique used in modern language classes to achieve these benefits.  However, this format is not without limitations.  Not every student is necessarily fully engaged in the task while viewing the media, nor are all students required to contribute to the discussion.  Thus there is no guarantee that all will be active participants in the cultural learning process. 

In a different take on cultural perspectives, constructionist research such as the Cultura project invites students to construct their own knowledge of these values and attitudes.  This is accomplished by students, largely without instructor intervention, answering questionnaires about their own culture and communicating with a class in France to assess the authentic cultural descriptions provided by the other classroom’s questionnaires.  This is an extremely motivational and deeply informative method of cross-cultural learning, but presents difficulties in implementation on a larger scale.  There is a great deal of overhead involved with linking classes across continents and would be impossible to achieve for every high school or even university classroom.  To avoid this overhead, a similar type of constructive learning is done using similar existing material in a UC Berkeley study, Teaching Text and Context Through Multimedia (Kramsch 1999).  While they engage students in , neither take advantage of authentic material in the form of multimedia. Also, both of these studies lack evaluation beyond surface-level self-reporting by students of quality of learning and motivation.
In a study presented by Herron (2000), students watch French video as an 'advance organizational tool’ to gather information that is then used in answering cultural assessment questions. This type of evaluation measures whether the student has learned discrete points of knowledge about the culture.  Even if these questions target “little c” culture regarding practices and products such as the question “What do French people typically eat for a midday snack?” however, they may be too narrow to address more important core values and attitudes of the target culture.

Self-reflection Model

The model we take for the development of intercultural competence was proposed by Anthony Liddicoat (1999).  It involves an interactive cycle that begins with source material and, with guidance, leads to self-reflection and subsequent modification of behavior:

input ( noticing ( reflection ( output ( noticing ( reflection ( output ( noticing...

This model is also consistent with the idea of “guided noticing” proposed by the Stanford DIVER project (Pea 2001). DIVER is a tool for creating and sharing annotated perspectives on video that was originally designed for use by teachers who could use it to record their classroom performance.  Pea defines “guided noticing” as, 

A two-part act for a complex situation/visual scene: 
1.  pointing to, marking out, or otherwise highlighting specific aspects of it and 
2.  naming, categorizing, or otherwise providing a cultural interpretation of the aspects of the scene upon which attention is focused 

A difference is observed between what expert and novice teachers and researchers notice about the resulting video. The third step, reflection, has also been studied in other domains.  Self-explanation has been demonstrated to cause students to reflect more deeply and disregard shallow surface features of the problem (Chi 1994). 

By asking students to predict what will happen in short French film clips, we will engage them in the task during the film as opposed to postponing their active involvement to a later discussion period. In our model, students will receive authentic input from French feature film, report unique elements that they notice, reflect through self-explanation, and create verbal output that is evaluated by the instructor and their peers to continue the cycle. 
Creating a Tutor

Asking students to predict what will happen at significant “teachable moments” in authentic French feature films and write an explanation for their prediction will cause them to be engaged in the task and reflect more deeply on key cultural distinctions, differences, and similarities present in the media source.  This deeper reflection will result in an improved ability to notice and accurately characterize the interactions presented in the film.  Through these accurate characterizations, students will improve in predicting cultural attitudes and behaviors over time.

To test these ideas, first we requested suggestions of feature films demonstrating cultural attitudes or behaviors from French instructors who utilize such material in their current classroom.  Instructors were asked to provide brief descriptions of appropriate scenes that fall under several chosen themes of the online course.  The films were viewed and documented to find 10- to 30-second video clips that present cultural information and afford a natural moment to pause and ask students to make a prediction about the events of the second half of the clip.  Clips with these “teachable moments” were chosen such that the prediction is dependent on cultural knowledge and not the narrative content of the film.   

The clips and questions were demonstrated to the course instructor to ensure they met with his approval, and an appropriate schedule was determined to pilot the intervention at the appropriate module to match with current online cultural instruction.

Building with the CTAT Tools
The Cognitive Tutor Authoring Tools (CTAT) are a set of tools built by researchers at Carnegie Mellon University and Worcester Polytechnic Institute that facilitate rapid development of intelligent tutors (for a full description of the CTAT system, see [1]).  Using these tools, developers can build tutors that use model tracing to compare student action to a model of correct and incorrect steps and provide individualized hints and feedback, and that use knowledge tracing to track skills learned by the student as they complete problems. One advantage of CTAT is the ability to build "pseudo-tutors", which allow authors to visualize and employ the processes found in full intelligent tutors without doing complex AI programming [2]. 

Building a pseudo-tutor is accomplished first by designing a Java interface with specialized interface widgets that communicate with the model tracing system, using a GUI builder provided in the CTAT [2]. Next, the author uses the interface to demonstrate the correct and incorrect steps students may take when completing a problem, and the provided Behavior Recorder tool [2] automatically creates a graph of the demonstrated behaviors. The author can directly annotate the behavior graph to mark certain paths as incorrect, add help and error messages, and add knowledge labels which indicate specific skills used within the exercise. The most recent release of these tools includes a version for Flash that enables authors to take advantage of the unique interface properties of Flash and easily deploy tutors to the Internet.  One of the new Flash widgets developed especially for the tutor described here is a video component that logs all actions performed on the video.  In addition, it allows authors to specify parameters such as the media file and a cue point in the html file that displays the tutor.
The Culture Tutor

Using the new Flash tools, we created a tutor to display the cultural film clips and prompt students with questions. First, students view a screen that includes details about the video they are about to see.  These include film credits, a brief plot summary of the movie, and finally a paragraph of context for the clip they will be viewing.  The next screen presents the video.  Students view the first half of a video clip and then respond to a set of questions (see Fig.1) in which they 1) predict the next event that will occur in the clip from a drop-down menu, 2) provide a more extensive natural language explanation of their choice, and 3) state what they believe a response to the situation might be in their own culture.  This screen also provides an information mouseover that lets students review the contextual information from the previous screen.
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Figure 1:  The first set of questions asked by the tutor after it pauses the video clip

Students may rewind and review the video up to the cue point as often as they like.  Because there is no correct answer as to what students believe will occur next in the film, the tutor will accept any reply in the drop-down menu.  Non-empty responses must be entered in all three fields, however, before the tutor will allow the student to continue.  When the continue button is clicked, the succeeding portion of the video clip begins to play and the ensuing event is revealed.  At the end of the video clip, a second set of questions appears (see Fig, 2) that provides an example of two interesting points in the clip and asks students to write down several more items that they have noticed.  As before, students may rewind and review the clip as often as they like.  The ‘done’ button becomes active when all fields contain a response.
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Figure 2:  The questions asked by the tutor at the end of the video clip

After all students view a particular clip, an online class discussion will follow in a blog format where students use what they have seen to reflect on cultural differences, stereotypes or assumptions the class has about the French culture, and questions about the meaning of behaviors they have seen in the clips.  The course instructor, who may participate as a moderator and content provider, may introduce information that explains references or circumstances in the film.  The responses students provide regarding their personal experiences may spark an interesting comparison with valuable information from multiple cultures, as a significant number of enrolled students are international and have widely varying home cultures. 

Evaluation

A pilot study is currently being conducted with this tutor in a French Online classroom at a university.  A class of sixteen Elementary 1 students was divided randomly into two conversation groups of eight students to make discussion sizes more manageable.  Each group was assigned two film clips involving a single theme to watch and discuss, which were made available through a webpage supplementary to their normal class pages.  The assignment took the place of a typical cultural reading and writing assignment for the class.  The data logged from this pilot will be analyzed this summer.  Pending the results of the pilot study, a full study using the tutor with video clips ranging over a number of themes will be conducted in the fall semester,
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