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This study aims to study how the incorporation of digitized heritage buildings into blended English as a second language (ESL) teaching can facilitate Students’ attainment of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) target of quality education, specifically increasing cultural awareness and consciousness of global citizenship. Based on the lens of social cognitive theory and case study approach, the researchers collected qualitative data from 40 participants who enrolled in a blended English-as-a-Second Language course in a community college in the United States. The results indicated that cultural heritage and buildings in the blended language learning curriculum, expanding the knowledge to other subject matter, and beyond the book were the three main themes. Based on the current course and curriculum designs with the elements of cultural heritage, buildings, and senses of SDGs, students expressed positive experiences in the fields of second language acquisition, employments of the computer-aided and technologically assisted tools, and interdisciplinary knowledge. University leaders, department heads, curriculum developers, instructors, and trainers should use this study as the reference to reform and upgrade their current materials with cultural heritage, buildings, and senses of SDGs in order to offer the comprehensive training to college and university students.
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Introduction


The background of the study

Heritage has been defined by the UNESCO World Heritage Centre (UNESCO., 2022) as tangible and intangible assets with significant historical and cultural elements and value to the people inhabiting a given location or to tourism. Heritage can be categorized into two groups: natural and cultural. Natural heritage refers to assets in the natural environment, such as physical and biological items. Cultural heritage refers to institutions, buildings, monuments, fine arts, ideas, and intangible knowledge and practice ranging from human behaviors to practices, food, lifestyle, personal beliefs, religion, language, customs, social identity, and memories (Blake, 2000; Lowenthal, 2005). Heritage education refers to the pedagogical procedures by which individuals and groups can gain knowledge and practical experience of historical facts and assets via a designated curriculum. Learners can gain an understanding of historical facts and a sense of protection and recognition of the history and cultural practice (Mendoza et al., 2015). Although some schools have established individual courses and modules for heritage education, scholars have argued that heritage education could be incorporated into different subject areas.

One of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) relating to quality education is the appreciation of cultural diversity and global citizenship among learners (SDG target 4.7) (United Nations [UN], 2020; UNESCO/UNICEF, 2021). However, the attainment of this goal has been disrupted by the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, especially in developing countries (Iivari et al., 2020; United Nations [UN], 2020). First, the impossibility of learners returning to campus causes difficulties in delivering knowledge and organizing activities related to global citizenship and cultural diversity (Iivari et al., 2020; United Nations [UN], 2020). Second, the negative impact on learners’ mental well-being leads to interpersonal alienation and a feeling of meaninglessness (Hu et al., 2022). Such attitudes further discourage learners from making consistent commitments and collective efforts to engage in movements of global citizenship, and from becoming active change-makers due to falling student mobility and poorer chances of international cooperation (Ghosh and Jing, 2020).

Studies in the past decade (Baticulon et al., 2021; Van Doorsselaere, 2021) have shown that incorporating cultural heritage buildings into education can raise Students’ awareness of global citizenship and cultural awareness. Through immersion in the study of heritage buildings through field trips or excursions, students are able to situate themselves in relation to historical phenomena embracing the past, present and future, thereby fostering deeper reflection on the relationships between humanity, the environment and history (Van Doorsselaere, 2021). However, school closures, lockdowns and public health restrictions during the COVID-19 pandemic have made such in-person connection impossible (Baticulon et al., 2021).

Nevertheless, technology has given teachers and trainers an alternative means to provide similar learning experiences to students by incorporating digitized buildings into their teaching (Wang et al., 2021). In response to UNESCO’s call to digitize cultural heritage, many countries have created free electronic archives of their heritage buildings (Ott and Pozzi, 2011). Customized views of these heritage buildings and the use of specific software to rotate or zoom in to them allows teachers and trainers to focus on specific details as showcases of the original context and natural context of these buildings (Ott and Pozzi, 2011).

While some scholars (Ott and Pozzi, 2011; Van Doorsselaere, 2021) have investigated the benefits of incorporating digitized cultural buildings in various settings such as museums and tourist spots, as well as the implementation of cultural buildings in geography and history classes, it should be acknowledged that a holistic framework and an interdisciplinary approach across various subjects or key learning areas in the K-12 and post-secondary educational setting is still necessary to attain the SDG of quality education (Biasutti and Frate, 2017; Biasutti et al., 2018). Among the literature related to incorporating digitized cultural heritage buildings into education, few studies have examined the implementation of digitized cultural buildings in language subjects in relation to the attainment of SDG and language learning goals. It is only known from previous studies (Summers et al., 2005; Winter, 2007) that language teachers are not generally motivated to incorporate elements of sustainable development into their teaching, so that students perceive it as irrelevant to the subjects. However, some teachers do endeavor to incorporate such elements into their classroom to arouse Students’ cultural awareness and sense of global citizenship in the pursuit of language learning goals (Bekteshi and Xhaferi, 2020; Kwee, 2021). To assess the effectiveness of the incorporation of digitized cultural heritage buildings in community college settings in relation to the attainment of the SDG, it is necessary to examine how such incorporation is effected.



The purpose of the study

This study aims to study how the incorporation of digitized heritage buildings into blended English as a second language (ESL) teaching can facilitate Students’ attainment of the SDG target of quality education, specifically increasing cultural awareness and consciousness of global citizenship (SDG 4). By examining the experiences of students learning the English language in their classrooms, the researchers identified the strategies for implementing digitized cultural heritage and buildings into teaching and attaining SDGs. The effective strategies identified in this study are a practical indicator of a model for incorporating digitized cultural heritage buildings into English Language teaching to attain English language learning objectives and the SDG target of quality education. With this aim, the research is guided by two questions:


(1). How do students describe their learning experience of English language classes incorporating cultural heritage, buildings, and sense of SDGs into the blended learning environments?

(2). What are the strategies for incorporating digitized cultural heritage, building, and sense of SDGs toward the successful attainment of SDG4, quality education in aspects of cultural awareness and global citizenship, particularly in the blended ESL classroom environment?






Theoretical frameworks and relevant literature


Social cognitive theory

Social cognitive theory is one of the theories of individuals’ learning behaviors and developments. It (Bandura, 1986, 1988, 1992) argues that learning behaviors occur in a social context through the interactions between people, social environments, and the behaviors of other individuals and groups. Learning cannot be separated from other human beings as individuals and groups gain new insights and knowledge based on other people’s behaviors and sharing. In other words, the social influences of and interactions with other individuals and groups play significant roles in learners’ internal and external social reinforcement (de Guerrero and Villamil, 1994).

In addition to the influences of other individuals and groups, learners’ own experiences, understanding, and personal beliefs also play significant roles in their cognitive development and learning behaviors. Bandura (1986, 1988, 1992) argued that learners’ previous experiences and understanding can impact reinforcements, expectations, and expectancies, which can reshape learners’ learning motivations, engagements, and behaviors and their expectations of the outcome of courses and qualifications (Yunus et al., 2021). Figure 1 outlines the social cognitive theory.
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FIGURE 1
Social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1986, 1988, 1992).



Social cognitive theory and language learning

Social interactions with peers, teachers, and social backgrounds play a significant role in second language acquisition (de Guerrero and Villamil, 1994). Bandura (1986, 1988, 1992) argued that individuals and groups usually learn new knowledge and practices based on the behaviors and models of peers, instructors, social context, and social environmental factors. Learning is not an isolated process; individuals cannot gain knowledge without models and practice. In foreign language learning, language learners can gain understanding and improve their proficiency and knowledge based on their experiences and interactive teaching and learning materials (Sun and Gao, 2020).

Hellermann (2018) has argued that cultural heritage buildings could be positive examples in foreign language teaching classroom environments. According to social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1986, 1988, 1992), individuals and groups can learn language knowledge using cultural heritage buildings with targeted language materials. Beyond the traditional textbook materials, the contemporary cultural heritage building in the local environment significantly increases interest, learning motivation, and the sense of SDGs (Koukopoulos and Koukopoulos, 2018).



The relationship between cultural heritage, buildings, and learning

The discussion on cultural heritage buildings is currently centered on their relationship with sustainable development, specifically SDG 8 (decent work and economic growth) and SDG 11 (sustainable cities and communities) (Xiao et al., 2018). For example, Harun (2011) and Adetunji et al. (2018) have probed into how conservation can be done, and focused on economic development related to tourism, while Jiménez Pérez et al. (2010) and Ott and Pozzi (2011) have related the possibilities of using heritage buildings to achieve SDGs, whereby attaining the goal of quality education (SDG4) of rising cultural awareness on the diverse cultures in this globalized era.

Among the studies about utilizing cultural heritage buildings to achieve myriad educational purposes, the scholars generally agree on the benefits of such incorporation (Jiménez Pérez et al., 2010; Harun, 2011; Ott and Pozzi, 2011; Castro-Calviño et al., 2020). For instance, Harun (2011) and Castro-Calviño et al. (2020) have recognized the benefits of including cultural heritage and buildings in teaching owing to the symbolic meaning of cultural identity, which allows people to relate to their predecessors, channeling a stronger link with their present community, and realize the value of history. This aligns with the target of SDG 4, quality education raising awareness of global citizenship and cultural diversity, thereby allowing learners to experience different national traditions and different ways of life in the age of globalization (Hollings, 2020).

Traditionally, the teaching of cultural heritage and buildings was done face-to-face only in classroom lessons with printed texts and images (Ott and Pozzi, 2011; Adetunji et al., 2018). With the advances of information and communication technology (ICT), some teachers have opted for gamification, virtual reality, augmented reality and software like Google Earth to provide simulation and inclusive experience of historical events (Konstantinov et al., 2018; Castro-Calviño et al., 2020). Through first-person experience and experiential learning, students are able to boost their motivation and improve their understanding of inequality, social justice and the causes of poverty, provoking reflection on relevant local and global issues (Adetunji et al., 2018; Konstantinov et al., 2018; Huish, 2021). The effectiveness of teaching has been boosted due to an increase in knowledge, cultural awareness and motivation of learners. Notably, with the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, Huish (2021) suggested that virtual learning spaces can overcome the restrictions of the traditional classroom in adopting new policies and promoting Students’ activism and promotion of global citizenship. Therefore, it can be seen from the current literature that incorporating digitized cultural heritage buildings has the potential to achieve the benefits of SDG 4 (quality education) in terms of raising awareness of cultural diversity and global citizenship.

Although previous studies (Adetunji et al., 2018; Konstantinov et al., 2018) have made significant contributions to identifying the benefits of incorporating cultural heritage, buildings, and sense of SDGs into education and the potential of using ICT in such teaching, there are still a few gaps in the literature. First, most studies have not focused on the prolonged implementation of materials involving heritage buildings in K-12 school settings. For example, some (Castro-Calviño et al., 2020; Karyoto et al., 2020) have focused on the effectiveness and possibility of including short-term educational programs on-site, such as at festivals and museums. Others (Embaby, 2014; Konstantinov et al., 2018) have focused on highly specialized professional areas in higher education, like building services and architecture. The discussion is centered around the conservation and preservation of cultural heritage buildings, but not the long-term impact on learners (Embaby, 2014). One of the criteria of a quality education is that it endows students with an appreciation of cultural diversity and global citizenship, reflected in the transformation of their values, beliefs and attitudes, and that it encourages their sustained efforts and commitment to be an active change-maker (Estepa Giménez et al., 2008; Biasutti and Frate, 2017). Although benefits of teaching about heritage buildings have been suggested, it is not yet known whether they have a sustainable impact on learners’ understanding of cultural and global issues.

Second, although the benefits of incorporating heritage buildings into education are mentioned in the literature, cultural heritage buildings mostly serve as the backdrop in teaching materials. For example, cultural heritage and buildings appear as 3D objects in interactive maps to provide historical background (Ott and Pozzi, 2011; Konstantinov et al., 2018), or in discussion threads in forums or social media such as Instagram or Facebook (Adetunji et al., 2018). Although scholars (Jiménez and Rose, 2010; Castro-Calviño et al., 2020) suggest that there is rising interest in the purposes, contents and pedagogies of teaching on heritage buildings, further effort is needed to investigate the holistic integration of cultural heritage buildings into the formal school setting, both the curriculum and classroom teaching. For example, although scholars (Adetunji et al., 2018; Konstantinov et al., 2018) have suggested that such a backdrop can provoke deeper reflection on the facts, the actual strategies used to achieve the specific learning outcomes in the curriculum and the way that teaching contents facilitate Students’ reflection on cultural practices, challenging assumptions about humanity, war and death, remain obscure.

Third, descriptions of heritage buildings can be seen everywhere in articles and literature; however, very few studies have examined how such elements could be implemented in K-12 language teaching and linked to sustainable development. Although language is perceived as a powerful tool to present and reflect upon culture, community membership and global citizenship (Wong and Xiao, 2010), very few studies (Guo et al., 2020; Kwee, 2021) have focused on the successful attainment of SDG 4 in the context of language teaching and learning. The attainment of SDGs needs transdisciplinary effort via collaboration among various key learning areas (Biasutti and Frate, 2017; Biasutti et al., 2018). Digitized cultural buildings are incorporated mostly into social sciences classes (Ott and Pozzi, 2011; Van Doorsselaere, 2021). Without knowing how the incorporation of digitized cultural heritage buildings into language classrooms is actually implemented, it is hard to evaluate its effectiveness within an interdisciplinary approach to education.

The current research gaps indicate that there is a need of further investigation into how cultural heritage buildings are incorporated into language teaching on online and blended learning platforms. It is also important to understand what strategies have been adopted to boost Students’ self-efficacy in understanding and to motivate them to engage in the development of global citizenship and awareness of cultural diversity. Therefore, it is crucial to examine the Students’ learning experiences to identify the specific cognitive, environmental and behavioral factors contributing to the successful implementation of digitized heritage buildings in language classrooms. Without such knowledge, it is difficult to devise effective strategies and drive efforts from various disciplines to attain the SDG quality education target by 2030.





Methodology


Research design

A case study approach (Yin, 2012) was employed to capture data from three ESL courses at a community college in the United States. Since incorporating heritage buildings in ESL courses is an innovative approach in the field, a qualitative case study design is beneficial in generating rich and in-depth data in understanding such phenomenon. First, a case study approach is useful to allow the researchers to gain a holistic view of the learning process by asking a series of “how” and “why” questions (Meyer, 2001). In this study, the community college selected is an information-rich case as the ESL department specifically discussed and designed the curriculum, activities and course materials with the incorporation of cultural heritage buildings (Creswell, 2012). Second, while examining ESL Students’ learning experiences with the incorporation of heritage buildings, the researchers could capture the lived experiences in a natural and real-life context (Stake, 1995; Yin, 2012). Third, case study is appropriate to investigate the critical factors contributing to a system of beliefs and actions of individuals (Tellis, 1997). Unlike the traditional ESL courses, which mainly focus on language proficiency and second language acquisition, the current case study and ESL courses employed a series of SDGs learning elements in the English language curriculum and instruction. In this way, the learners could build up their language proficiency at the same time as a sense of SDGs during their academic journey, particularly among international students. Through employing a qualitative case study design, the researchers were able to explore the processes, activities and events in Students’ blended learning from this information-rich case (Creswell, 2012).



Recruitment and participants

Forty ESL learners who joined the current blended ESL course with the elements of cultural heritage, building, and SDGs were the participants of this study. All the participants have to be enrolled in the blended ESL course with the elements of cultural heritage, building, and SDGs throughout the semester. Upon finishing the course, the ESL department assisted the researchers in sending out email invitations to students to participate in the research. The research purpose, procedures, data collection methods, expected time of commitment and potential risks were clearly outlined to the participant (Merriam, 2009; Creswell, 2012). Upon receiving the agreement from the potential participant, the consent form was then sent to each participant to read and sign prior the start of data collection (Merriam, 2009; Creswell, 2012). This sample of the participants represents a cross-section of the ESL learners in American community colleges in general (Lavrakas, 2011). Table 1 captures the demography of the participants.


TABLE 1    Detailed demography of the participants.
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Data collection

Qualitative tools were employed to collect multiple sources of data from the participants to ensure the trustworthiness of the study (Patton, 2002; Creswell, 2012). Three tools were used: (1) two one-on-one online semi-structured interview sessions (Merriam, 2009), (2) one focus group activities (Morgan, 1998), (3) remarkable item sharing (Creswell, 2012).

First, in the semi-structured interview sessions, the participants shared their experiences of the blended model ESL course, particularly about the relationship between cultural heritage, buildings, and senses of SDGs in the English language learning background. To ensure the participants would not withhold the most important yet confidential lived experiences, the researchers allowed the participants to choose a place where they were the most comfortable with to conduct the online interviews (Seidman, 2013). The researchers also paid extra attention to the video and audio quality to ensure the participants’ voices, facial expressions and the body gestures could be captured (Janghorban et al., 2014; Hai-Jew, 2015). As a result, each interview session lasted 49–72 min. They were recorded, transcribed and sent for member-checking prior to the start of data analysis (Creswell, 2012).

After all participants had shared their experiences and stories from the semi-structured interview sessions, all participants were invited to join the focus group activities. As there were 40 participants in the study, four focus group activities were formed (i.e., 10 participants per group). The focus group activities lasted 35–60 min, whereby participants were invited to discuss and share their experiences, opinions and feedback about the ESL course incorporated with the cultural heritage elements. Same as the semi-structured interviews, the recordings were transcribed and sent for member-checking (Creswell, 2012).



Data analysis

After data collection, a two-step data analysis procedure were employed (Strauss and Corbin, 1990; Creswell, 2012). First, the researchers transcribed the oral conversations to written transcripts. The researchers re-visited the data multiple times in order to find out the relationships and the gist of the current issue (Merriam, 2009; Creswell, 2012; Alase, 2017). Then, a general inductive approach was adopted to reduce large chunk of data into meaningful themes and subthemes with the guidance of the Social Cognitive Theory (Bandura, 1986, 1988, 1992). The researchers employed the open-coding step to narrow the large-sized data to the first-level themes and subthemes, whereby 11 themes and 17 subthemes were generated. Afterward, the researchers employed the axial-coding step to reduce the number of themes and subthemes by categorizing the open-coding results for further developments and studies (Merriam, 2009; Yin, 2009). Also, some participants also provided pictures of their remarkable items. The images were also studied as additional supporting evidence to their perceptions of the learning experiences, thereby enhancing the trustworthiness of the study (Merriam, 2009; Yin, 2009). As a result, three themes and two subthemes were categorized.



Human subject protection

All subjects gave their informed consent for inclusion before they participated in this study. The study was conducted in accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki, and the protocol was approved and supported by Woosong University Academic Research Funding Department 2022. The study was supported by Woosong University Academic Research Funding 2022.




Findings and discussion

The ESL learners were all international students who had come to the United States for their higher education. Therefore, many had little understanding of the tangible buildings and heritage in North America. The participants indicated that the curriculum and teaching and learning materials relating to heritage buildings and SDGs significantly increased their learning motivation and understanding of SDGs via English language learning acquisition. Table 2 outlines the themes and subthemes of the data. The researchers combined the findings and discussions together into a single chapter for the report, thereby permitting a gaze into the correlation between evidence and findings more clearly (Anderson, 2010; Okamura and Miller, 2010).


TABLE 2    Themes and subthemes.
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Cultural heritage and buildings in my blended language learning curriculum







	

	…our English courses is not very traditional…it is a nice ESL course…but our teacher added many sustainability and historical backgrounds…and American buildings…to our exercises…videos…and materials…I can see the cultural heritage…and American cultures…in our ESL course…we learnt multiple ideas and backgrounds in the same English environment…(Participant #35, Interview).










	

	…I don’t like the traditional general English courses…the current English class has a lot of cultural ideas and buildings…and cultural heritage in our curriculum…and exercises…we need to do a lot of internet search…in order to complete the exercises…but we can learn a lot of American history and culture…from this English class…(Participant #3, Focus Group).




Traditionally, ESL and general English language courses usually focus on overall language proficiency and development, regardless of the instruction mode (on-campus, blended, online) (Wei, 2012). This general perspective may meet the needs of readers from international sites and locations as publishers design textbooks for international English language learners in different countries and regions (Byrd, 2001). Some students and teachers argue that the orientation of the textbooks and materials did not fit the needs of learners in their countries and regions. More importantly, college-level learners cannot gain additional knowledge beyond language acquisition from the traditional ESL curriculum.

Recently, some scholars (Gordon Ginzburg, 2019; Joung, 2021) argued that English language courses and teaching materials should employ special topics in order to motivate foreign language learners. For example, the South Korean government and educational institutions incorporated speeches and songs by popular Korean singers and TV stars into their language learning textbooks and curriculum (Joung, 2021). In Israel, letter writing has also incorporated in the intercultural classroom to allow reflect during the Students’ assimilation to a new culture (Gordon Ginzburg, 2019). Based on this idea, the researchers captured the following stories:







	

	…I want to see some interesting facts and ideas from the English language course…cultural heritage and nice buildings all across the United States…increased my learning interests and motivations…I love to have these textbooks…I don’t want to go back to the general English textbooks without any American buildings and cultural understanding…(Participant #5, Interview).




From the perspective of the blended learning model, online lessons also offered positive learning experiences:







	

	…our teachers also asked us to search some quick information from our computer…the blended learning model…in front of our computer…helped us to enjoy the flexibilities between the real situation and background and online learning experiences…we used the real materials from our community…and the videos are contemporary…in the United States with real building and cultural heritage…we also needed to do exercises and projects…with real cultural heritage with online learning mode…(Participant #16, Interview).




This study reflected that incorporating the cultural heritage building in a blend ESL courses can provide visual stimulation and greater possibility to engage in reflection in social issues in the real-world context (Dos Santos, 2019; Ben-Eliyahu, 2021). These provided the proximal contextual support to foster the learners’ sense of satisfaction in learning (Deci and Ryan, 2008). As a result, the positive affections generated in the learning process has become the Students’ source of self-efficacy, boosting their motivation in ESL learning (Bandura, 1986, 1988, 1992).


Expanding my understanding with local history and backgrounds







	

	…while I was learning my ESL course, my teacher showed me pictures and videos of Liberty Bell [a Grade I historic building]. Then we read the story about the independence of the United States [a famous historical fact and cultural heritage of the American history]…I understood more about the cultural implication of American history…and of course the nostalgia of that postcolonial spirit…Even I was born after the independency…I understood the Old American heritage pretty well…(Participant #8, Interview).




Before the participants came to the United States, many had no understanding of the country’s history or culture and had no experience of blended learning experiences in any subject. As all were planning to complete their general education requirements and transfer to a senior university for their bachelor’s degree, they needed to complete a series of American history and cultural courses (a general education requirement) to obtain their associate degree (Starobin et al., 2016; List and Nadasen, 2017). Such requirement, coupled with their status as international students, created a challenge in their experiences of integration, generating stress and anxiety to both their learning environment and adaptation to the new cultures (Waasdorp et al., 2012; Wan et al., 2020). For the international students whose native language is not English, this could add further stress to their learning with an increase in worry in the possibilities of influencing their academic achievement (Peirce, 1995; Benson, 2019). All the participants thus indicated that their ESL course incorporating American history, cultural backgrounds, and SDGs increased their overall knowledge, boosted their motivation to learn, and interest as American community college students. The researchers captured the following:







	

	…as an American college student…I need to learn some American history…but I could not take it now…before I finished the ESL courses…but I can learn some cultures and historical backgrounds in this ESL course…the curriculum design is excellent…(Participant #18, Interview).










	

	…I really love the ideas of the sustainability goals…cultural heritage…American historical buildings…in our ESL course…I love history…and I want to learn American history and culture…because it will open my mind about the American people and background…we can learn different ideas in this ESL course…not only English…but also other cultural heritage…(Participant #28, Focus Group).




Furthermore, the blended learning model allowed the participants to conduct research using their computers in their rooms. Some assignments also required them to present their project from the live lesson during the blended classes. Many participants spoke about their presentations and projects on technological developments in the United States:







	

	…iPhone and Apple computers are developed in the United States…our professor asked us to finish our presentation about the relationship between cultural heritage and technology…during the blended live lessons…students will bring the presentation back to the in-person classes 2 days later…we also needed to do a project about the cultural building based on the SDGs…I am glad that we learnt multiple knowledge in the ESL class…(Participant #38, Interview).




The blended learning approach applying cultural heritage, buildings, and SDGs in the ESL classroom environment significantly improved the learning experiences of the participants. According to the thoughts shared by the participants, the experiences were positive and the current teaching and learning strategies improved outcomes and achievements. This was reflected in their contentment engagement in activities (Reeves, 2000; Dungus, 2013). Apart from the sense of fulfillment in skill development, the participants also indicated that the abovementioned elements in their ESL curriculum greatly increased their understanding of local history and context as international students in the United States, reflecting the attainment of the learning outcomes. In line with social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1986, 1988, 1992), social context and environment play significant roles in learners’ knowledge development and second language acquisition (de Guerrero and Villamil, 1994; Pavlova and Vtorushina, 2018).




Expanding the knowledge to other subjects

Critical thinking, interdisciplinary background, and intercultural communication are three of the key factors for the success of post-secondary degree learners (Terenzini et al., 1996; Spector and Infante, 2020). In other words, associate degree learners should attain or experience these key factors during their academic journey. Although the participants had to complete courses in different subjects, such as ESL, history, ethics, philosophy, etc., each course should have connections and a common core (Al Salami et al., 2017). The participants indicated that the community college invited guest speakers or guest lectures to join their ESL classes for interdisciplinary sharing: professionals with different backgrounds and knowledge bases were invited to share their ideas in the ESL classroom environment. The researcher captured the following:







	

	…the college invited the government official who provides services about the SDGs and local cultural heritage…and historical promotion…we learnt a lot of new ideas about the American culture…and the historical buildings and facts…from the guest speaker…(Participant #31, Interview).




While engaging learners into conversations and dialogues through questions and presentations, the ESL learners were able to acquire new knowledge and higher-order thinking skills such as critical thinking and multi-perspective thinking. Such skills were deemed essential in improving the proficiencies of language learning (Ellis, 2000; Hyland, 2007). Moreover, by integrating global issues in such a creative ESL classroom, students were able to further develop higher-order thinking skills such as critical thinking and system thinking, which is considered as essential in this era of education (Eli et al., 2020). Some participants expressed their thoughts about multiple online field trips to local history museums in their community during classes (Kamen and Leri, 2019). Beyond the online live lessons, the field trips during the in-person classes played a significant role in building up their sense of SDGs and cultural understanding because the interactive learning modes increased their learning motivation, interest, and language proficiency from the social learning (cognitive) background (Wright, 2017; Güntaş et al., 2021). Two said:







	

	…during our classes…the online tour guide from the history museum taught us a lot of interesting facts in the United States…and the local community…there are also many catalogs and booklets for ESL learners…who only have second language proficiency… (Participant #1, Focus Group).










	

	…the blended learning is not only online classes…we have the in-person meeting on Friday…the online field trip to the history museums…helped us to understand the history, the cultural heritage and building in the state and country…there were figures and pictures…with basic and simple English…ESL students could understand that…it is good to learn at least two knowledge and subjects in the same ESL course…(Participant #13, Interview).




From the sharing of the participants, it is evident that the incorporation of cultural heritage buildings in their ESL learning correlated directly to the attainment of performance outcomes, like the development of the higher-order thinking skills and the acquisition of local knowledge. The positive experiences brought by both virtual and in-person tours yielded higher self-efficacy in adopting and continuing such mode of learning in future, reflecting that such element can yield to the success in boosting the Students’ ESL learning to boost the learners’ motivation in future (Bandura, 1986, 1988, 1992).


The relationship between virtual heritage and interdisciplinary studies in the English-as-a-second language course

Computer-aided language teaching and technologically assisted teaching and learning approaches (Johnson, 2002; Levy and Stockwell, 2006; Gok et al., 2021) are useful strategies for contemporary learners, particularly in the blended ESL language learning environment. Besides the audio recordings and videos among the textbook materials, Wang et al. (2020) have also argued that the 3D learning experiences increase the motivation and interest of learners. Relating to virtual heritage learning in the participants’ ESL course, the researchers captured:







	

	…Virtual heritage building is not a gimmick. Some of my friends think it is something just pleasing the “big bosses” [the authorities] to have some SDGs or elements of sustainability there. In fact, I think heritage building is a part in our culture. When we are learning about Daoist belief, my teacher gave us a VR headset and showed us the Temple in Chinatown…Then I know more about how the Chinatown transformed into a hub of local Chinese…During the multimodal presentation, I discussed the racial tension in between and our colonial past. I feel pretty good…(Participant #4, Interview).




The First Transcontinental Railroad or Pacific Railroad was a milestone in American history. Although community college students learn this history in their American History courses, the current curriculum successfully combined history, cultural heritage, and SDGs into the ESL courses (Kaur, 2013; Dhawan, 2020). Virtual technology and social (cognitive) learning gave the participants a way into American history and cultural heritage in this blended ESL course (Levy and Stockwell, 2006). One interesting point was captured:







	

	…the college gave us the VR classes…so we [students] could enjoy the virtual images and historical backgrounds for the First Transcontinental Railroad…it was excited…to see and learn the sharing from the video…we entered the building and learnt the cultural heritage…such as the worker’s house…in Iowa…and we walked from Iowa to California…in the virtual video…the SDGs ideas were excellent…and met…(Participant #14, Focus Group).




Many of the participants argued that the interdisciplinary knowledge made possible by the computer-aided language learning strategies significantly increased their interest in learning, motivation, language proficiency, and knowledge development in this blended ESL course. Scholars (Albashiry et al., 2015; Chaleta et al., 2021) have argued that the university curriculum should incorporate different learning achievements and outcomes, such as interdisciplinary knowledge and development. For example, many participants expressed that they “received the expected outcomes and achievements from the online field trips to the history museums” (Participant #10, Focus Group).

In line with social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1986, 1988, 1992), the elements of social context and social environment significantly boosted the second language acquisition and sense of SDGs among the participants on the blended ESL course (Wright, 2017; Güntaş et al., 2021). More importantly, many believed that the virtual and 3D experiences played significant roles in this (Peeters, 2018; Wang et al., 2020; Gok et al., 2021). Through this kind of personalized learning experiences, the learners are more motivated in learning as they believe they can recall and reuse both the knowledge and language in their later stages of life (Summers et al., 2005; Fedosejeva et al., 2018).




Beyond the textbook: Positive learning experiences with contemporary materials

A recent study (Joung, 2021) argued that foreign language textbooks and learning materials should incorporate contemporary knowledge and local culture to increase the interest and motivation of international learners who may not know anything about the context of the target language. More importantly, the local history and cultural heritage, in this case, in the United States, may further improve the language proficiency of learners due to the interdisciplinary background and culture of language learners (Leong, 2015). Almost all the participants favorably compared their current ESL course to their previous ESL courses in terms of contemporary materials. Two said:







	

	…my previous English courses…only used the textbook…the textbook materials were boring and outdated…the textbook exercises talked about some ideas 20 years ago…the exercises were not interested…and no students wanted to learn with the old-fashioned pictures and sentences…also, I love the blended learning model…because we can make the balance between live lessons and in-person classes…(Participant #24, Interview).










	

	…black and white…no pictures…CD and cassettes tapes…many schools continued to use these old-schooled items in their language courses…our current ESL course…real videos…go to the museum…field trip…guest speakers…real building and cultural heritage practice in front of us…very useful and contemporary…all students were excited…(Participant #25, Focus Group).




Some studies (Park, 2010; Leong, 2015; Moritoki, 2018) have argued that international students may need additional time to understand local history and culture. Although their experiences of living in local communities and the school environment increased their practical knowledge and skills, loneliness and alienation could have been reinforced due to the paucity of the cultural heritage knowledge of their new countries (Tu and Zhang, 2014; Olofsson et al., 2021). The incorporation of the local language, history and cultural heritage in the college curriculum could be beneficial to the international students to acclimatize and adapt to the new culture and environment (Fishman, 2001; Dewey et al., 2012; Taguchi et al., 2016). This study reflected that the blended learning model and the computer-aided teaching and learning approach (Levy and Stockwell, 2006; Dhawan, 2020) further helped the participants to learn about American cultural heritage and buildings in the internet environment:







	

	…we all live in the United States…but no one taught us the local history and cultural practices…in the community-level and the national-level…all students wanted to learn more about the American culture and buildings…why American people build their buildings and establishments in this way…why buildings in Massachusetts are not the same as the buildings in California…our ESL courses have this knowledge…(Participant #6, Interview).




Many participants also indicated that the blended learning model and the computer-aided teaching and learning approach (Levy and Stockwell, 2006; Dhawan, 2020) allowed them access, in their own room, to materials beyond those made available by the textbook, teacher’s materials, and the designated classroom environment, particularly materials about cultural heritage, buildings, and historical knowledge used for language development. As one said,







	

	…many ESL classes do not have the blended learning model…we could enjoy the materials with cultural heritage…American history…and American culture…in the blended learning model…I like that we can have 1.5 h in my own room…and the other 1.5. h in the classroom…sometimes with good field trip to the local community…we learnt a lot of knowledge of English language and cultural heritage and building…very good and we learnt a lot…(Participant #40, Interview).




Contemporary materials, computer-aided language learning and the blended learning model played significant roles in the participants’ learning experience. Many stated that the blended learning model allowed them to do research and complete for their presentations and projects online via their computer (Stadtlander et al., 2011). They might return to the in-person classroom environment every other class for peer-to-peer interactive activities.




Limitations and future research directions

First, this is a small-scale qualitative study with limited participants. Although 40 participants decided to join the ESL course with the elements of cultural heritage, buildings, and senses of SDGs, larger-sized population may be useful. As the blended ESL courses will continue, further studies can be conducted to understand the long-term developments of the learners.

Second, the current study only developed a series of teaching and learning materials in the ESL department at a community college in the United States. Other curriculum and materials in other subject matters, such as Spanish, French, and Japanese etc., may also apply these strategies for classroom instruction. Further research studies may conduct in other departments and subject matters.

Third, although blended model is one of the popular teaching and learning approaches in the classroom environments, many foreign language courses continue to offer in-person and face-to-face (only) instruction. Therefore, the current ESL course with the elements of cultural heritage, buildings, and senses of SDGs should be employed to the in-person and face-to-face (only) classroom environments. Researchers may further compare the outcomes and achievements between these two groups of students for a comprehensive study.



Conclusion

This study reflected that the ESL course and curriculum designs with the elements of cultural heritage, buildings, and senses of SDGs boosted Students’ motivation in learning both the languages and cultures, as evident in their positive experiences in the fields of second language acquisition, employments of the computer-aided and technologically assisted tools, and interdisciplinary knowledge. Colleges and universities are places where students gain their critical thinking, interdisciplinary backgrounds, and intercultural communication skills. As for international students, it is also an opportunity to sharpen their language skills and capacities to achieve their academic goals in the new countries. Thus, empowering international students with such knowledge, language and skills by engaging them in learning is crucial to determining the success of quality education in the post-pandemic era (Ahlburg, 2020; Kim et al., 2020). In the post-pandemic era, it is equally foreseeable that the number of international students will increase back to the pre-pandemic level (Thatcher et al., 2020). Universities and higher education institutes need to reconsider their curriculum to embrace such multiculturalism so as to provide quality education to enrolled students (Parker, 2012; Ahlburg, 2020). The findings of this study can be useful for the university leaders, department heads, curriculum developers, instructors, and trainers as a reference to reform and upgrade their current materials with cultural heritage, buildings, and senses of SDGs in order to offer the comprehensive training to college and university students.
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