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Virtual exchange (VE), understood as technology-mediated, sustained interaction between 

learners from different cultural contexts, has become a central component of internationalization 

at home (O’Dowd, 2021; O’Regan et al., 2023). 

A growing body of research shows that VE can support the development of intercultural 

communicative competence, linguistic ability, and transferable skills without requiring physical 

mobility (Iglesias & Tarazona, 2023; Villegas-Paredes et al., 2022; Yeh et al., 2024). However, 

these benefits are closely tied to pedagogical design: structured tasks, clear guidance, and 

sustained interaction are key to avoiding superficial engagement or cultural misunderstandings 

(O’Dowd, 2021; O’Regan et al., 2023).

Although VE is now widely recognized as more than a substitute for study abroad, several gaps 

remain. In particular, institutional differences within shared exchanges are often underexplored, 

longitudinal changes in learner perceptions are not always systematically examined, and cross-

cohort comparisons are relatively rare. This study addresses these gaps by analyzing two cohorts 

participating in the same VE program across two institutions in Spain and the USA, focusing on 

how linguistic, affective, and intercultural perceptions evolve over time. 

The study aims to: 

• examine initial expectations and motivations

• analyze final perceptions 

• compare changes over time

• and explore institutional and cohort-based differences.

This study adopts a quantitative, longitudinal design based on pre- and post-exchange online 

questionnaires. Participants were undergraduate students from a Spanish and an American 

institution who took part in a structured virtual language exchange (CETT-UB Barcelona & Oxford 

College of Emory University). 

Two cohorts were analyzed: Cohort A (n = 62), who completed the exchange in an earlier iteration 

of the project, and Cohort B (n = 21), who participated in a subsequent iteration in the following 

academic year with the same overall design and procedures. Students were informed of the purpose 

of the study, and their anonymous responses were processed in aggregate.

The initial questionnaire captured self-perceived language level, confidence, expected involvement, 

anticipated gains, and intercultural attitudes. The final questionnaire focused on satisfaction, 

interactional conditions, perceived linguistic development, involvement, and intercultural learning. 

Likert-scale and categorical items enabled both descriptive and inferential analyses.

We analyzed data by means of GNU PSSP using descriptive statistics, independent-samples t-tests, 

chi-square tests, and Pearson correlations. Having set an alpha level of .05 for all inferential 

statistical tests, analyses were conducted globally and by institution, and results were compared 

across cohorts to identify shared and divergent patterns.

3.2 Cohort B

Like the previous group, Cohort B’s initial responses indicate strong motivation toward cultural openness (M = 

4.38, SD = .75) alongside relatively low linguistic confidence (M = 2.62, SD = 1.13). American students 

reported particularly low target level self-confidence (M = 2.29, SD = 1.07) while initial involvement (M = 

2.92, SD = 1.00) constituted the lowest rating for Spanish participants. Expected linguistic gains across both 

institutions were aligned. Fluency was again the most frequently selected anticipated improvement (42.3%), 

followed by grammar and vocabulary accuracy (23.1%), but in this case listening comprehension had the lowest 

percentage (7.7%). 

Final results indicate high overall satisfaction, especially regarding partners (M = 4.52, SD = .51). Institutional 

differences also emerged, with American students reporting lower partner satisfaction and Spanish students 

perceiving fewer intercultural gains:

-Satisfaction with exchange partner: t(19) = -2.70, p = .014 (equal variances assumed). 

-Increased knowledge about partner’s country: t(19) = 2.25, p = .036 (equal variances assumed).

The final questionnaire yielded 31 positive correlations and 29 negative correlations, none of which were 

significant. The strongest and most statistically significant (p < .001) are the following: (1) clear guidelines 

strongly associated with learning about the partner’s country (r = .79), suggesting that structured support 

facilitated culturally meaningful conversations, (2) satisfaction with the frequency and length of conversations 

closely aligned (r = .64), indicating coherent perceptions of conversational organization, (3) motivation to 

continue the virtual exchange tightly linked to recommending it (r = .63), (4) initial target language level 

positively associated with final target language level (r = .82) and with participants’ involvement (r = .67), 

while involvement itself correlated with perceptions of final proficiency (r = .75), (5) final target language 

proficiency strongly related to increased self-confidence in the language (r = .64), (6) students who viewed 

themselves as more involved tended to perceive their partners as highly involved as well (r = .72), and (7) gains 

in linguistic self-perception seemingly correlated with deeper intercultural engagement. 

In conclusion, linguistic, interpersonal, and intercultural dimensions were tightly interconnected, supporting the 

idea that VE outcomes emerge from the interaction of multiple factors rather than isolated gains (Villegas-

Paredes et al., 2022). 

3.3 Cross-cohort comparison

Comparing both cohorts reveals a high degree of consistency. In both cases, students began with strong 

intercultural openness and relatively low linguistic confidence, and both cohorts ended with high satisfaction 

and evidence of intercultural growth. This reinforces the idea that VE reliably supports affective and 

intercultural development across contexts (Iglesias & Tarazona, 2023; Yeh et al., 2024). At the same time, 

differences across cohorts point to the importance of contextual and structural factors. Cohort A was more 

affected by partner instability, while Cohort B placed greater emphasis on clarity of guidelines. Despite these 

differences, both cohorts showed similar relational patterns: involvement, satisfaction, and perceived learning 

were strongly interconnected.

Importantly, linguistic self-confidence remained relatively stable across both cohorts, suggesting that short-term 

exchanges may have a stronger impact on intercultural and affective dimensions than on deeply rooted 

perceptions of linguistic ability. However, the strong correlations between involvement and perceived gains 

indicate that active participation can mitigate these initial limitations. Overall, the findings support a view of 

VE as a complex learning environment in which linguistic, interpersonal, and intercultural processes are 

mutually reinforcing. They also confirm the importance of pedagogical structure, consistent interaction, and 

partner engagement in shaping student experiences (O’Dowd, 2021; O’Regan et al., 2023).

RESULTS & DISCUSSION
3.1 Cohort A

At the outset, students in both institutions showed strong intercultural motivation, confirming previous 

findings on the role of VE in developing global awareness (Hagley, 2020). In contrast, the lowest mean value 

reflected limited initial self-confidence in the target language (M = 2.58, S = 1.02), especially among 

American students (M = 2.22, SD = .93). Expectations for linguistic gains were broadly aligned across 

institutions. Participants most frequently anticipated improvement in fluency (40.3%), followed by listening 

comprehension (22.6%), and grammar and vocabulary range (19.4%).

By the end of the exchange, students reported high levels of satisfaction with several institutional differences, 

such as suitable length of the conversations: t(60) = -2.18, p = .033 (equal variances assumed) and increased 

knowledge about partner’s country: t(60) = 2.25, p = .028 (equal variances assumed).

Notably, 79% of students worked with the same partner throughout the virtual exchange, although partner 

changes were more common among American students. While both groups reported high partner satisfaction 

overall (M = 4.50, SD = .82), satisfaction was significantly higher among students who retained the same 

partner throughout the exchange.

The final questionnaire produced a substantial number of positive correlations (87 in total), such as (1) 

satisfaction with the exchange partner linked to both the perceived adequacy of conversation frequency and 

the partner’s level of involvement, (2) the wish to continue with the program strongly associated with both 

willingness to recommend it and satisfactory conversation frequency, (3) participants’ perceived TL level at 

the end strongly correlated with initial self-assessment (r = .69), and (4) learning about the partner’s country 

strongly related to heightened awareness of cultural differences and students’ sense of having opened their 

minds to other realities. These findings support the view that initial motivations led to meaningful outcomes 

through sustained interaction (Yeh et al., 2024).
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