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ABSTRACT: A4s Japan’s higher education institutions strive to promote
diversity, equity, and inclusion in response to globalization, Intercultural
Collaborative Learning (ICL) has emerged as a promising pedagogical
framework. ICL employs various theories to promote inclusive and meaningful
collaboration among learners in diverse learning communities, including
international students and individuals with multicultural identities. This
interpretive study focuses on the Rits Global Gateway Camp, an ICL program
based on the Guiding Framework of Inclusive ICL. The framework connects local
primary school students and university students with various cultural
backgrounds studying in Japan. This study aims to explore and illustrate
university students’ learning experiences throughout the program and to identify
key facilitating factors that support inclusive ICL practices. Data were collected
through in-depth interviews and complemented by contextual information from
program observations. Through thematic analysis, we identified meaningful
outcomes and transformative impacts of the program. This included strengthening
participants’ self-efficacy and sense of agency. Additionally, the analysis
highlighted several facilitating factors that support effective ICLs, including
cultivating safe climates that reduce fear of failure, grounding the program in
theory-based design, and offering intentional pretraining. These findings
contribute to a deeper understanding of how inclusive ICL practices can be
effectively designed and implemented to advance diversity, equity, and inclusion
in various educational settings.

Keywords: cross-cultural learning, cultural marginality, intercultural
collaborative learning, intercultural education, international students, peer
learning.
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INTRODUCTION

Amid Japan’s growing foreign presence and evolving policy agendas, the
promotion of diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) has gained prominence across
societal domains, with the educational sector no exception. The Ministry of
Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT) underscored this
trend in its Fourth Basic Plan for the Promotion of Education (2023), which
emphasizes integrating DEI principles into education to advance the well-being
of both individuals and society. Addressing the needs of diverse students from a
social inclusion perspective has been identified as a key educational policy
priority for the next five years (MEXT, 2023). These policy commitments
underscore the pressing need to translate such visionary goals into effective
educational practices.

As the internationalization of Japanese higher education advances through
government-led initiatives, the growing presence of international students and the
influence of Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) have intensified efforts to
promote meaningful intercultural learning and collaboration among students from
diverse cultural backgrounds (Goh et al., 2025; Horie, 2025). Within this policy
context, Intercultural Collaborative Learning (2% 3C{k [ 351& 74, ICL) has
attracted increasing attention as a compelling pedagogical approach for fostering
inclusion and collaboration. At its core, ICLs promote the intentional creation of
learning communities in which students from different cultural backgrounds
engage in meaningful interactions. Central to this goal is a pedagogical effort to
foster inclusive intercultural learning, ensuring that every participant is
recognized as an active and valued member of the community (Horie, 2017;
2025). In this vein, ICL can be understood as a practical application of DEI
principles in education, offering a valuable platform for examining concrete
practices that foster inclusive and meaningful intercultural learning.

This leads to the central research question of this study: what environmental
and pedagogical factors exist, and in what ways do they facilitate inclusive and
meaningful intercultural learning in ICL programs? A case study was conducted
to explore the Rits Global Gateway Camp (RGGC), an ICL program that connects
students from Ritsumeikan Primary School and the College of Global Liberal Arts
(GLA) at Ritsumeikan University in Japan. The GLA offers a dual-degree
curriculum conducted entirely in English and hosts a culturally diverse student
body, including both international and Japanese students. Many GLA students,
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regardless of their nationality, have grown up with multicultural experiences.
Building on this diversity, the RGGC program was intentionally designed to
provide a space where university and primary school students could engage in
intercultural exchange and mutual learning. This study focuses on the learning
experiences of GLA students in this ICL program and examines the factors that
shape meaningful intercultural learning outcomes.

LITERATURE REVIEW: FOSTERING INCLUSIVE INTERCULTURAL
LEARNING

As diversity is becoming increasingly recognized as essential to education,
inclusivity and equity have been underscored as overarching goals in the
UNESCO Education 2023 Agenda (UNESCO, 2016) and have emerged as central
priorities in the global education landscape. Although scholarly and institutional
initiatives are shaped by varying definitions of diversity, equity, and inclusion
(DEI), a common understanding is emerging that diversity extends beyond
demographic categories such as gender and race to encompass broader social,
cultural, and experiential dimensions (e.g., Chan, 2005; Tamtik & Guenter, 2019).
The notion of equity often involves systematically addressing the barriers that
disadvantaged groups experience in accessing learning opportunities and
achieving outcomes, with the goal of enabling every learner to fully develop their
potential (Tamtik & Guenter, 2019; Zhao et al., 2024). Achieving this, as
UNESCO (2015) highlights, requires gaining deeper insight into the dynamics of
teaching and learning in each learning community, which is responsive to the
specific needs and contexts of its learners. Inclusion, which aims to integrate
diversity into a cohesive community (Mor-Barak & Cherin, 1998), is realized in
educational contexts by fostering an individual’s sense of value and belonging
and by promoting their active and meaningful engagement in the learning process
(Zhao et al., 2024). Overall, these three interrelated principles advocate attending
to the developmental needs of culturally diverse learners, with particular emphasis
on addressing obstacles to participation while accounting for the challenges and
strengths inherent in learners’ distinct backgrounds. Together, these constitute a
practical orientation for providing inclusive intercultural learning, in which the
first step is recognizing the challenges and strengths learners may experience in
intercultural learning communities.

Challenges and Strengths of Being Culturally Diverse: Matters of Identity
and Marginality

One significant issue affecting learners in intercultural learning communities,
particularly international students, arises from experiences of direct or indirect
“displacement.” This may result from moving to a new country themselves or
having parents who have migrated and often involve adapting to unfamiliar
cultures, managing feelings of disconnection from one’s community, and
reconciling complex identities (OECD, 2018). Individuals navigating between
cultures often encounter cultural marginality, a concept introduced by Janet
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Bennett (1993) to describe the sense of being situated on the margins of two or
more cultures without fully identifying with any single culture. The experience of
cultural marginality can generate emotional challenges such as anxiety and
insecurity; for those living as oppressed minorities, these feelings may be further
intensified by low self-esteem, internalized prejudice, and a persistent sense of
alienation or hostility (p.112).

Although cultural marginality can present challenges to students’ learning
and well-being, it does not necessarily lead to negative outcomes. Bennett (1993)
distinguished between encapsulated marginality, in which unresolved internal
tensions hinder identity integration, and constructive marginality, in which
individuals actively construct their own identities across cultural boundaries
(p.113). Constructive marginal identity resolution cultivates competencies,
including flexibility, self-reflectivity, personal responsibility, and tolerance of
ambiguity, which are key components of intercultural competence and a vital skill
set for individuals thriving in a globalized world (Bennett, 2014). Therefore,
within educational contexts, it is important to provide developmental
opportunities that support diverse learners in engaging constructively with
identity formation and strengthening their intercultural competence (Bennett,
1993; 2014).

Significance of Learning Environments and Holistic Safety

While identity development is an ongoing process shaped by complex
sociocultural contexts (Jenkins, 1996), the concept of “student empowerment”,
which is widely recognized as a core objective in both inclusive and intercultural
education (UNESCO, 2009; Elias & Mansouri, 2023), provides a valuable
perspective for supporting culturally diverse individuals in navigating identity-
related challenges. Empowerment, as conceptualized by Hamelink (1994), refers
to “a process in which people achieve the capacity to control decisions affecting
their lives,” which “enables people to define themselves and to construct their
identities,” and can be achieved through an “intentional strategy which is initiated
externally by empowering agents” (pp. 132-133). In this sense, empowerment in
educational contexts entails creating conditions that enable students to act as
active agents in shaping their identity. An example of this approach is Bennett’s
(1993) view of assisting individuals in their transition into well-prepared
constructive marginals.

In practical terms, Cummins (2001) highlights the critical role of learning
environments in empowering culturally diverse students. By emphasizing identity
negotiation within classroom interactions as a key mechanism for student
empowerment, he advocates for environments that affirm the value of students’
cultural backgrounds. This can, in turn, motivate students not only to explore and
express their evolving identities but also to actively pursue further learning.
Echoing Cummins’ arguments, empirical studies have demonstrated that learning
environments in which minority students feel supported in engaging with their
cultural backgrounds facilitate the exploration and resolution of their cultural
identities (Camacho et al., 2018; Schachner et al., 2024). In addition to supporting
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identity development, students’ perception that cultural diversity is acknowledged
and valued at the classroom level has been associated with positive school and
socioemotional adjustment among immigrant students. Such perceptions are
linked to fewer school-related behavioral and psychological problems (Schachner
et al., 2016) and to higher life satisfaction (Juang et al., 2024).

The literature has underscored the perception of safety as a central component
in creating inclusive and empowering learning environments for culturally diverse
students (e.g., Holden et al., 2023; Prehn et al., 2024). Within healthcare education
and practice, the cultural safety approach has emerged as an influential framework
for the inclusion of cultural minorities (Thompson, 2022). This approach centers
on creating environments where individuals feel secure in their physical, spiritual,
social, and emotional aspects, without feeling their identity and needs denied. It
emphasizes mutual respect, shared meaning, and cooperative learning as essential
elements for empowering individuals from diverse cultural backgrounds, while
also advocating attention to both interpersonal and organizational factors in
shaping culturally safe environments (Williams, 1999). Cultural safety in practice
is grounded in individuals’ experiences of feeling respected and included during
interactions. These experiences empower them to actively participate and
collaborate in decision-making, thereby counteracting forces that undermine their
cultural identity and well-being (Gerlach, 2012; Thompson, 2022). In this sense,
ensuring holistic safety is fundamental to creating inclusive environments where
culturally diverse individuals can construct and affirm their identities. Similarly,
a growing body of studies in international higher education highlights the
importance of providing safe environments to promote students’ well-being.
Empirical evidence from international student support programs consistently
shows that students’ perceptions of a safe space for self-expression foster positive
outcomes in relationship building and personal development (Penman et al., 2021;
de Saint Léger et al., 2024). Overall, actively and comprehensively fostering
students’ sense of safety is central to creating inclusive and empowering learning
environments.

Pedagogy of Intercultural Collaborative Learning: Fostering Diverse
Development in Inclusive Environments

As a pedagogical approach responsive to students from diverse backgrounds,
Intercultural Collaborative Learning is grounded in the recognition of cultural
diversity as a valuable resource for student learning and development. A central
goal of ICLs is to cultivate intercultural competence, which is crucial for students’
well-being and self-actualization in multicultural settings (Horie, 2017). From this
perspective, intercultural interactions in the classroom function as critical
moments of experiential learning that foster intercultural competence.
Accordingly, ICLs underscore the intentional design of learning environments
that facilitate such interactions and increase the transformative impact on student
learning (p. 20). Drawing from Allport’s (1979) theory on the key conditions for
optimal intergroup contact, ICL practitioners highlight the importance of
cultivating classroom interactions, affording all learners a role in cocreating the
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learning community and providing institutional support that ensures that all
learners feel psychologically safe and meaningfully included in the learning
process (Horie, 2017, 2025; Akiba et al., 2023).

At their core, ICL initiatives seek to create learning environments that
cultivate intercultural competence and support culturally diverse students in their
identity development and wider personal growth. In Japan, ICL courses and
activities have been steadily expanding across educational settings, accompanied
by a growing body of scholarship documenting their implementation and
outcomes (e.g., Takahashi, 2019). However, few empirical studies have examined
the specific conditions and strategies that make intercultural learning meaningful.
Against the backdrop of MEXT's (2024) advocacy for a university-wide
framework to implement intercultural collaborative learning, it is imperative to
advance research-based insights that clarify how ICL initiatives can be effectively
translated into meaningful educational outcomes. This study addresses a gap in
the body of knowledge by examining the RGGC program, which was designed
with a pedagogical commitment to fostering inclusive environments and
empowering learning opportunities for students from culturally diverse
backgrounds.

Furthermore, in aligning the promotion of ICL with the broader goal of
building an inclusive and multicultural society, MEXT (2024) emphasized the
importance of initiatives undertaken in partnership with communities beyond the
university. Reflecting this emphasis, this study offers insights from an inter-age
ICL program connecting university and primary school students. Such efforts also
hold promise for enriching global scholarship on how principles of DEI can be
applied in education, extending academic discussions beyond the field’s
predominant focus on gender and racial dynamics within higher education alone
(Yanikoglu, 2025; Filippou et al. 2025).

RGGC: THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK, PROGRAM OBJECTIVE,
AND CONTENT

The Rits Global Gateway Camp (RGGC) was developed using the Guiding
Framework for Inclusive ICLs, which integrates the theories and concepts
relevant to implementing inclusive ICL practices (Figure 1). Anchored in the
guiding phrase “Be yourself. Be yourself. Respect everyone's story,” the program
seeks to provide experiential learning opportunities for university and primary
school students of multicultural backgrounds through intensive interactions.
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Providing
Inclusive Intercultural Learning

———e Culturally Safe Environments
for Personal Growth
(Penman et al., 2021;...)

Equitable
Quality Learning

Enabling all learners to
fully participate &
leverage strengths

—*® Attentive to Developmental

Challenges & Strengths

* cultural marginality
(Bennett, 1993)

Diverse
Learners’ Development

To support the development
of learners from diverse
cultural backgrounds

Inclusion
through Engagement

Supporting active &
meaningful engagement in
inclusive environments

———e Inclusive Pedagogy of Intercultural Collaboration
« Intentional development & facilitation of
learning environments
« Optimal Intergroup Contact (Allport, 1979):
- collaboration toward shared goals;
- co-created community;
- institutional support_

Figure 1: Guiding Framework for Inclusive ICLs

The primary language used in the program was English. While university
students generally possess highly advanced to native-level English proficiency,
the children studying English at school ranged from beginner to low-intermediate
levels. The use of translanguaging practices (Garcia, 2009) was encouraged,
allowing participants to flexibly draw on multiple languages in context. As a
result, Japanese and other languages were naturally integrated into interactions.

The program was facilitated by a team comprising three primary school
teachers, one university professor, and two program assistants, all of whom had
practical proficiency in both English and Japanese and were familiar with the
underlying theoretical framework.

The program consists of a pre-program session, a one-day camp, and a post-
program session. This structure was designed with careful recognition of the
importance of embedding reflective learning opportunities throughout the
intercultural experience to maximize learning outcomes, as noted in previous
critiques of intercultural program design (e.g., Akiba et al. 2024). Pre-program
sessions were conducted separately for university students and primary school
students to share the program’s purpose, outline, and experiential learning
process. The one-day camp was implemented as shown in Table 1, followed by
separate reflective sessions for university and primary school students.
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Content

Rationale

Welcome & Ice-Breaker
* Group self-introductions: two Grade 5-6 students

Opportunity for all members and facilitators to connect

English tasks such as description games, gesture games,
tongue twisters, and group jump rope collaboratively

9:30 ired with t i ity students acti “C;
paire \AIIII WO university students acting as “Camp and get to know each other
Leaders
* “Let’s Find Commonalities” Game
Mini Campus Tour Help group members feel comfortable with each other
10:00 * Groups visit six campus checkpoints, completing by engaging them in shared tasks

Familiarize participants with campus environments to
help them feel less nervous

11:00

In-Group Interview

* Primary school students interview Camp Leaders about
their life stories in multiple cultural and social contexts
and prepare presentation drafts with the guidance of
Camp Leaders

= Sample questions: “When | was young...”, “Why did
you come to Japan?”, “How did you feel on your first day
in Japan?”

12:00

Lunch break
* Review the day’s activities through a video summary.
12:45 — Wake-Up Game (plenary ice-breaker)

13:00

“Talk Show”-Sharing Camp Leader Life Stories
* Children introduce their Camp Leaders by telling their
impressive life stories to all participants

Opportunities for

(1) primary school students to broaden perspectives and
envision their futures in a global society

(2) university students to leverage their intercultural
experiences in a mentorship role

(3) foster group bonding and active interaction)

Facilitators observing and giving assistance for group
interactions

14:15

Reflective group discussion
* All members reflect on the day’s learning and prepare
for the final presentation

Spaces for making sense of learning experiences,
1gaging in dialogue, and processing emotions within

15:00

Final Presentation
* All members share reflections and exchange final
messages

16:30

Closing
* Review the day’s activities through a video summary

the learning community.

Parents are invited to the final presentation and closing

Table 1: Content and Rationale of RGGC’s One-day Event

METHODOLOGY

Qualitative Research Design: A Case Study with an Interpretive Approach

This study employs a qualitative research design, using a case study
methodology to provide an in-depth exploration of university students'
experiences in the Rits Global Gateway Camp (RGGC) and the factors that
facilitate Intercultural Collaborative Learning (ICL). Guided by this framework,
the study adopted an interpretive approach that views reality as socially
constructed and best understood through the meanings individuals assign to their
lived experiences. It seeks to illustrate and interpret significant moments of
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participants’ lived experiences in the RGGC, with particular emphasis on the
process by which participants reflect on, reinterpret, and reconstruct their
experiences (Creswell, 1994; Dahlberg et al., 2001).

In this interpretive framework, subjectivity is not treated as a limitation but
as a source of insight. Participants are encouraged to freely express themselves,
and their narratives may include elements that appear inconsistent with facts in
reality. While empirical research may dismiss this type of information as
inaccuracies, this study recognizes that perceptions of the same situation can
differ depending on the participants’ perspectives and backgrounds. This study
emphasizes understanding how participants’ diverse contexts shape the meaning
of their experiences.

Data Collection: Semistructured Interviews

Semistructured interviews were used to collect the study data. Within the
interpretive approach, the purpose of interviews is to understand the meaning of
participants' lived experiences (Kvale, 1996). Through the interview process,
participants are encouraged to make sense of their past experiences, reconstruct
meanings and articulate them in response to the interview questions (Seidman,
1991). Therefore, interviewers are expected to respond calmly and support self-
disclosure, regardless of what the interviewees express, and to assure them that
there are no right or wrong answers (Dahlberg et al., 2001).

In interpretive studies, interviewers must remain aware of their positionality
in relation to interviewees’ lived experiences, as meanings are constructed
through the process of communication between the interviewer and the
interviewees (Kvale, 1996). In this study, the interviews were conducted by the
authors, who are intercultural education researchers with postgraduate degrees
and multilingual proficiency. Since the authors served as a program coordinator
and assistants, the participants were already familiar with the interviewers through
their collaborative work in implementing the RGGC. The authors were aware that
such familiarity with the relationship may have influenced responses, with some
participants answering questions in line with their program participation while
refraining from discussing certain aspects they felt uncomfortable sharing.

With these principles in mind, we conducted semistructured interviews with
nine students who served as camp leaders in the RGGC in 2024. All the camp
leaders (14 in total) were invited, and nine agreed to participate in the study. The
students’ places of origin represented six different countries, including Japan.

After obtaining participants' prior consent, semistructured interviews were
conducted individually. Drawing on the validity of similar research on the lived
experience of college students’ program participation (Shin, Hirai & Horie, 2016),
the following questions were developed as key prompts to initiate semistructured
conversation:

1. Please describe the most impressive moments in your interactions with

the kids.

2. Did your interaction with the children give you any new insights about

yourself? If so, what are they?
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3. How would you describe the characteristics of this educational

environment?

The interviews were conducted by two of the authors in either Japanese or
English, depending on the participant's preference. The interviewers employed
active listening techniques and asked follow-up questions to encourage
participants to freely explore their lived experiences. The interviews were
concluded once the interviewers recognized data saturation, as indicated by
participants repeating the same ideas or meanings. As a result, each interview
lasted approximately 30-40 minutes. All the interviews were recorded and
transcribed into raw text data, which served as the basis for coding and thematic
analysis.

Data Analysis

The interview data were manually analyzed via thematic analysis. Following
the principles of consensual qualitative research (Hill et al. 2005), the three
authors independently read the transcripts, coded and extracted notable
statements, retaining only those on which consensus was reached. These
statements were compiled along with keywords and concepts that captured their
content. For interviews conducted in Japanese, one author provided English
translations after themes were identified, and the other two authors verified their
consistency with the original text. Through this process, 112 items were produced
and categorized into the following two categories and six themes:

Category A: Essential features of students’ experiences in RGGC

Theme A-1. Experiences that Enhanced Self-Efficacy

Theme A-2. Experiences of Stepping Out of the Comfort Zone and
Being Innovative

Theme A-3. Experiences of Gaining Diverse Insights through
Collaboration

Category B: Environmental and pedagogical factors that the students
thought would facilitate ICL in RGGC

Theme B-1. A Climate that Encouraged Taking Risks Without Fear of
Failure

Theme B-2. Thoughtful Program Design and Learning Environment

Theme B-3. Effective Preprogram (For Both Elementary Students and
GLA Students)
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FINDINGS
Category A: Essential Features of Students’ Experiences in RGGC

Informed by interviews with the camp leaders, this category captures how
they described and made sense of their experiences with RGGC. The following
sections organize these accounts according to the themes introduced above.

A-1. Experiences that Enhanced Self-Efficacy

The definition of self-efficacy by Bandura (1986) is “a judgment of one’s
capability to accomplish a certain level of performance, whereas an outcome
expectation is a judgment of the likely consequence such behavior will produce.”
For participants, RGGC was a space where their self-efficacy was strengthened.
Offering linguistic support in two languages helped them assume meaningful
roles that maximized their skills. In addition, the participants reported the value
of sharing their own stories, particularly as the children’s authentic reactions made
them feel sincerely heard and accepted, such as:

"When I told them that I had gone to Canada at 15, they were surprised

and said, ‘Wow, you went alone?’ ... I could really relate to their

reactions—it felt like I was looking at my past self." (Student A)

Through interaction with the children, the participants described
experiencing joy by observing the children’s responses, expressions of
appreciation, and approaches to coping with failure. The participants also
attributed their own sense of accomplishment and pride to witnessing the
children’s growth as a result of their efforts. Furthermore, assuming roles beyond
their prior experience enabled participants to recognize their capacity to succeed
in new situations:

“For me, it was a new experience... I didn't really know if [ was actually

able to stay with kids and able to... teach them. but I gave them some

insight and some new learning and a good time... that helped with my

confidence. ...there were occasions where I volunteered with kids... 1

never really did something like this... It was something meaningful for

me because I realized I could do it.” (Student C)

Overall, the participants indicated that the synergy between children and
camp leaders expressed through active communication and sincere reactions
enhanced their self-efficacy. By supporting others, sharing personal stories,
reflecting on their growth, and witnessing children’s efforts and development,
participants gained confidence in their abilities and found a deeper sense of
purpose in their roles as camp leaders.

A-2. Experiences of Stepping Out the Comfort Zone and Being Innovative

The participants reported that, in addition to enhanced self-efficacy, RGGC
was a space where they stepped out of their comfort zones and explored
innovative ways to interact with children. The participants reported feeling
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motivated to help students face English with confidence by recalling their
childhood dreams of studying abroad. Observing the children’s active and genuine
attitudes encouraged them to move beyond what they felt familiar with and to try
new experiences. For example;

“I felt like I was going a little outside of my comfort zone. But it turned

out to be good... There was a group of boys who asked me to draw an

anime cat. [ wasn’t confident, but I tried, and it actually turned out well.

I wasn’t super comfortable, but it was fun, and I realized that at the end,

it was okay.” (Student C)

When interacting with children, participants also devised communication
methods that nurtured the conversation, such as discovering and sharing
commonalities. The conversations often began with casual questions, such as
asking about siblings and favorite foods. As the participants sought to stay
connected to the children’s perspectives and needs, they increasingly took the lead
and stepped forward to provide support.

“(During lunchtime), I started by asking casual questions like, ‘Who

made your lunch today?’ or ‘Do you have siblings?’ Then, we shared

stories from when I was in elementary school, and they reacted with,

‘Oh, we don’t do that anymore!’ or ‘That’s so true!’ These lighthearted

conversations helped build a connection.” (Student A)

To stay connected to children’s perspectives and needs, participants
increasingly took the lead and initiated support for children. For example:

“At first, they were nervous and hesitant to speak... By the final

presentations, they were asking questions like, ‘What should we do

next?’ on their own. I encouraged this by smiling, speaking brightly, and

providing Japanese explanations when needed.” (Student D)

Overall, this theme demonstrates how RGGS encouraged camp leaders to
step outside their comfort zones and be innovative. Inspired by the children’s
openness and motivation, the participants developed creative ways to connect,
support learning, and reflect on their experiences. Through these moments,
participants reported becoming more confident, flexible, and thoughtful in their
interactions with others.

A-3. Experiences of Gaining Diverse Insights through Collaboration

The participants reported that RGGC was a space where they gained diverse
insights through collaboration and interactions with others. This theme reflects
the varied perspectives expressed in the interviews, revealing how participants
strengthened their sense of belonging within the College of GLA, gained
inspiration for future career paths, and cultivated admiration for teachers’
excellence. Additionally, these interactions deepened the connection between the
participants and their peers:

“During the process, I actually talked to other camp leaders whom I had

never spoken to before, even though we’re all in GLA. During lunch, we

all sat together—it was like an icebreaker. I realized there are still

people around me that I haven't known yet.” (Student F)
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The participants also gained insight from the children’s sincerity and courage
and willingness to take risks in learning, which reminded them of their childhood
days. For some, the experience prompted reflection or reshaped their career
aspirations, such as renewed interest in the field of education.

“This program gave me that kind of experience, where I was genuinely

trying to support the children. It made me happy, and it’s something I

may want to consider for the future.” (Student H)

Many participants reported how impressive the primary school teachers were
and shared how their presence made their experiences meaningful:

“It just shows that the professors (elementary schoolteachers) are so

well integrated within these students' lives. The instruction was amazing.

Honestly, if they were not there, 1 might have felt resistant throughout

the day. The professors brought all of us out of our shells, making the

environment so welcoming and special—it was a really good

experience.” (Student B)

Furthermore, some participants reported that RGGC provided a chance to
deepen their cultural awareness through mutual learning with children. Learning
about Japanese school life directly from the children acted as a mirror, facilitating
reflection on their own cultures:

“Parents in my country are very overprotective... Here, 6- and 7-year-

olds walk to school by themselves and are so confident. Being here at 18

helped me get out of my shell... We also talked about this with the kids—

I was in shock. Japan is so safe... it gives a sense of security and

freedom.” (Student B)

The participants further reported that two-way learning also occurred with
the children through both language and cultural exchange:

“Before the Treasure Hunt, he realized I was trying to learn Japanese

as well. That’s why we tried reading the ingredients on the bottle

together, and he was like, ‘Yeah, because I'm Japanese.” (Student F)

In summary, the participants reported that the RGGC experience helped them
reflect on their future careers, deepened their understanding of both their own and
Japanese cultures, and encouraged mutual learning and connection within their
community. Overall, the Category A findings demonstrate that the ICL program
provides culturally diverse students with meaningful learning opportunities,
through which they build self-efficacy, embrace challenges, and broaden their
perspectives. These learning experiences can help them draw on their cultural
backgrounds as sources of strength for personal growth (Bennett, 2014). Building
on these outcomes, the findings from Category B highlight the conditions and
factors that enabled these positive learning experiences.

Category B: Environmental and Pedagogical Factors that Students Thought
Facilitated ICL in RGGC

This category captures participants’ views on what factors helped facilitate
the learning experiences in RGGC, as detailed below.
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B-1. A Climate that Encouraged Taking Risks Without Fear of Failure

The participants reported that RGGC created an environment that allowed
them to take risks without fear of failure. This emerging theme connects to the
earlier Category A theme “stepping out of their comfort zone and being
innovative.” Participants emphasized that supportive environments and peer
collaboration encouraged them to challenge themselves. In particular, the
supportive presence of primary school teachers was key to explaining activities
thoroughly, checking in regularly without exerting control, and creating a cheerful
atmosphere, helping many participants feel more comfortable or less worried
about making mistakes:

“There were teachers...walking around the classroom like check this out

and lent help from time to time. I was also feeling very grateful for their

help. They helped (us) feel a lot more safe.” (Student F)

“The teachers checked in on us, encouraged the children, and gave

advice, especially before presentations. Their support was reassuring.”

(Student D)

The participants also noted that the atmosphere, which prioritized enjoyment
and authenticity over their activities, encouraged everyone to try new things
without pressure:

“The situation which can let people become honest and feeling

comfortable and safe at the time, maybe not only kids but also the others,

could enjoy the program more sincerely... the situation doesn’t need to

pretend something, aside from our real identity.” (Student I)

The collaboration exhibited between camp leaders also contributed to
creating an accessible and welcoming atmosphere for children. Their teamwork,
for instance, sharing roles for linguistic support, not only helped the children gain
confidence to try new experiences but also enabled camp leaders to recognize the
value of collaborative effort:

“At first, they were shy and hesitant to speak English, relying on me for

translation. But by the end, they started trying to speak more English on

their own... (another camp leader) played a big role by starting with
simple questions and gradually encouraging them to speak more.”

(Student A)

Notably, the participants reported that collaboration was not always smooth.
At times, uneven engagement, sometimes due to personal factors, disrupted the
positive climate that fostered mutual support, placing emotional burdens that
made active involvement difficult:

“I think that my teammate was kind of tired during that day... But there
were times when I felt like, when I talked, I wasn’t actually being
responded to. So I think that’s the main thing that stressed me out during
the session.” (Student F)

Ultimately, both positive and negative episodes underscore the critical role
of holistically safe and supportive environments in facilitating challenge-taking
and positive engagement. This aligns with prior research that highlights a sense
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of safety as essential for inclusive and empowering intercultural learning (Penman
et al., 2021; de saint Léger et al., 2024).

B-2. Thoughtful Program Design and Learning Environment

This theme highlights how the program design facilitated personal learning
experiences while strengthening the program’s overall effectiveness. In terms of
structure, two aspects are frequently reported: the integration of icebreaker
activities during the day and the reflection period at the end of the program. The
icebreaker activities, including the games at the beginning, “Scavenger Hunt”
across campus, and energizing activities after lunch, helped to ease tension
between Camp Leaders and children, making it easier to connect:

“The outdoor activities also brought us together a lot. So that was when

1 realized that they were gradually breaking the ice.” (Student F)

During the reflection session, the participants were given the opportunity to
hear the children’s appreciation and impressions directly, which they found
rewarding:

“I was a little worried about whether the children were truly enjoying

the program. But in the final presentations, they expressed that they had

a great time and wanted to improve their English, which reassured me.”

(Student A)

The participants also reported that the intentionally structured learning
environment, particularly the small-group arrangement, contributed to smoother
communication and kept the event well organized.

“The kids are quite engaging, like they want to participate in this. So it

was easier to teach in a smaller group, easier to target them and teach

them more effectively compared to a classroom. ...In this small group,

you can go one by one through the line to ask questions (...); it's more

effective for them to learn.” (Student G)

Overall, the icebreaker activities and reflection period helped foster trust and
understanding, the outdoor and physical activities made the learning environment
relaxed and natural for participants, and the small-group arrangement enabled
closer communication and more effective learning among group members.
Collectively, RGGC’s program design and structured environment contributed
meaningfully to positive learning outcomes, highlighting the importance of
intentional facilitation in inclusive intercultural learning, which is consistent with
ICL pedagogy (e.g., Horie, 2017).

B-3. Effective Preprogram (For Both Elementary Students and GLA Students)

In addition to the onsite factors outlined above, participants reported the
importance of preprogram sessions. Camp Leaders reported that the orientation
provided by event coordinators and primary schoolteachers, covering the
program’s purpose, schedule, and communication strategies, helped alleviate
anxiety, as described in the quote below:
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“The online (preprogram) orientation helped a lot. Seeing the faces of
other participants and instructors beforehand made me feel less nervous
about joining.” (Student A)

Some participants also reported the positive impact of the preprogram
sessions for primary school students. These sessions were seen as preparing the
children for collaborative peer learning, particularly by encouraging smoother
interactions and mutual support during the camp. This is illustrated in the
following narrative:

“... two of them (primary school students) actually were really fluent in

English, so they did not even bring up Japanese even once, and they were

helping their team member who was not that good in English like to do

everything as well. So it was overall a cohesive project... just them

supporting each other. It was amazing” (Student B)

In summary, the preprogramme sessions for both Camp Leaders and children
provided detailed guidance and helpful communication strategies that reduced
anxiety and better prepared both groups for the program. The preparation enabled
the students to support each other more effectively, enhancing the collaborative
character of the learning environment. These findings offer a concrete example of
how institutional support, as a key pedagogical strategy in ICLs (Horie, 2017),
strengthens the environment for inclusive intercultural learning.

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS: DESIGNING A ICL MODEL

This study explored an Intercultural Collaborative Learning (ICL) program
designed to foster intercultural exchange and mutual learning among university
and primary school students with diverse cultural backgrounds. With a focus on
inclusivity and empowerment, the RGGC program aimed to support the personal
growth of culturally diverse students through meaningful interactions with local
children. In our exploration of university students’ experiences, the program
emerged as a catalyst for personal development and fostered enhanced self-
efficacy. The students described feeling a sense of accomplishment and being
valued in their mentoring roles with younger peers, which helped them recognize
their ability to contribute based on their cultural backgrounds and perspectives.
Assuming leadership roles as mentors required them to step outside of their
comfort zone and develop their own approaches to enhance teaching and problem-
solving capacities. Collaborating with people from diverse and previously
unfamiliar backgrounds fostered new perspectives, including those related to
cultural issues and carecer aspirations. Through these experiences, students
engaged in agency, self-reflection, cultural awareness, and the exploration of new
boundaries, which, in turn, facilitated self-appreciation and perspective-shifting.
Such experiential learning also promotes personal responsibility, flexibility,
reflexivity, and an expanded sense of identity, all of which are integral
components of intercultural competence and are closely associated with the
positive (re)construction of cultural identity (Bennett, 2014).

With respect to the facilitating factors for inclusive intercultural learning, the
findings indicated that university students perceived an environment that
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encouraged them to take on challenges without fear of failure. A program setting
centered on enjoyment and authenticity, combined with professional support from
experienced teachers and peer collaboration, created an environment where all
participants felt safe and inspired to push their limits and engage more deeply.
Research continues to underscore the role of inclusive and empowering learning
environments in promoting students’ learning and well-being (de Saint Léger et
al., 2024; Hung et al., 2024). Our findings deepen this perspective by highlighting
the microlevel dynamics that underpin a safe and supportive space conducive to
personal growth.

Moreover, university students perceived that certain activities were
particularly effective in promoting meaningful interactions. The icebreaker
activities, for example, were effective for both university and primary school
students, who initially felt nervous but became more comfortable as they engaged
in physical exercise and shared tasks. Reflection-sharing at the end of the program
also created opportunities for camp leaders and children to acknowledge each
other’s efforts and achievements, fostering mutual appreciation through giving
and receiving feedback. These findings underscore the importance of thoughtful
program design in cultivating inclusive and meaningful learning experiences for
all participants. They also illuminate specific approaches for enacting strategies
that cultivate interactions toward collaboration and foster learners’ sense of
participation in the ICL environment. Thus, this study extends the implications of
the Guiding Framework for Inclusive ICLs (Figure 1) to educational practice and
informs the development of practical guidelines.

Despite its implications, this study is subject to several limitations. First, as a
case study based on a small sample of interviewees from a single geographic and
institutional context, the generalizability of the findings is constrained.
Additionally, voluntary participation may have led to self-selection bias, as those
who chose to join the study may have been more likely to report positive
experiences. This may also account for the relatively limited negative feedback,
with only one case noted in Category B.

Considering these limitations, several directions for future research are
suggested. A longitudinal survey of RGGC alumni, for example, could examine
the sustained impact of the program on participants' personal growth while also
capturing negative experiences or challenges that may inform program
improvement. Additionally, a comparative analysis of ICL programs with similar
design principles but implemented in different contexts, such as the one-week
intercultural mentorship program where university students mentor primary
school children, was performed (Horie & Mitsugi, 2024). This could shed light
on how contextual factors shape participants’ experiences and outcomes.
Collectively, these studies contribute to a more comprehensive understanding of
ICL implementation and inform the development of practice-ready models that
are both theoretically and empirically grounded.

Finally, as these research agendas are advanced, we emphasize two
underlying philosophical assumptions. First, we view cultural diversity as a
resource to enrich learning rather than a barrier in educational settings. The
presence of international students and students with diverse cultural backgrounds
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on campus reveals the extent to which our pedagogical practices are truly
inclusive, prompting us to consider ways to address these gaps and promote
diversity, equity, and inclusion. Second, we advocate for interactive learning that
focuses on individual diversity, recognizing more fluid and noncategorized
cultural identities, and moving beyond simplistic divisions such as “Japanese
students vs international students”. We believe this perspective is essential for
educators seeking to cultivate inclusive and empowering learning environments.

Note. The authors used generative Al tools (e.g., ChatGPT) to improve the
English language and readability of this manuscript. All academic content,
citations, and interpretations were created and verified by the author.
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