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STRATEGIES OF RAISING INTERCULTURAL
COMMUNICATION COMPETENCE IN EFL CLASSROOMS

(On a sample from a Greek classroom setting)'

Intercultural communication competence (ICC) has been
increasingly popular in English language teaching in recent years.
However, since there are no instructional design frameworks to
integrate intercultural content into EFL teaching, not all English
language educators are familiar with the strategies of raising ICC
in their classrooms. Therefore, the main goal of this study is to
come up with strategies for promoting intercultural communication
competence in EFL classrooms. The following study provides some
theoretical background of ICC and describes current models for
dealing with intercultural communicative competence.

Qualitative descriptive research was employed using a survey

1 The article is presented on the basis of the materials discussed during the annual student conference held
on March 2, 2023 at Eurasia International University. // Znnjwop ubipuyugynud £ 2023 dwpwmh 2-hu
Gypwuhw dhowqquiht hwdwjpuwpwunmd nbnh mutigwd nuwunnujuu wdtktwdju ghnwdnnnyh
npupwgpnid putwpyuwé uynipbph hhdwu ypu:
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method. The survey was carried out among students at the
Department of Foreign Languages and Literature of the Aristotle
University of Thessaloniki and Eurasia International University to
be notified about their knowledge, attitudes, and work in
intercultural settings. Participants were 52 students from 16
countries. The evidence showed that the students had a high
awareness of ICC and were able to suggest strategies dealing with
different linguistic and communicative challenges.

Keywords: Intercultural communication competence, EFL
classroom, Strategies, International setting, Awareness.

Introduction

The globalized world with the rise of the Internet has made it essential for
learners to be more interculturally competent communicators. Many interpersonal
and sometimes even international issues are results of bad communication or lack
of intercultural communication competence (ICC). In order to avoid frequent
misunderstandings stemmed from cultural diversity we need to adopt innovative
methods and approaches in current classrooms. The ICC model of teaching in EFL
classrooms encourages learners to work toward broader cultural understandings
and coexistence in current challenging world. The awareness and practice of
intercultural communication have become essential and imperative skills in the
contemporary world.

In this day and age, a plethora of educational, particularly language teaching
policies focus on promoting international understanding and world peace.
Therefore, intercultural communication competence should be integrated into
educational institutions to meet the current needs of the 21* century classroom.
ICC equips learners with the ability to contrast cultures, different cultural beliefs,
behaviors, and meanings since the awareness of others avail to develop an
understanding of a wide range of cultural issues and a positive attitude towards
foreign countries and their cultures.

English language learning as a second (ESL) or foreign language (EFL) brings
along the familiarization not only with the language but also with the culture of
another country. Hence, interaction in the language classrooms becomes cross or
intercultural as it inevitably includes an integration of the target culture of any
individual. For a language learner, getting to know cultures is a difficult undertaking.
Knowing about a culture entail understanding the distinctions, similarities, and
uniqueness of any cultural element, and manifests itself as cultural awareness.

The study may greatly contribute to the rise of awareness of both students
and teachers in EFL classrooms about the prominence of the improvement of
intercultural communicative competence. The survey conducted at the Aristotle
University of Thessaloniki (AUTH) and Eurasia International University of Armenia
(EIU) might provide insightful information on how to work with multicultural
classrooms effectively. Every year these universities welcome students from
different parts of the world and sign cooperation agreements with other universities
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in the world.
The general objective of the action research was to propose feasible and
conducive strategies to foster ICC in EFL classrooms. The specific objectives were:

« To refer to the theoretical foundations of ICC to promote the intercultural
communicative competence of students in EFL classrooms.

« To assess the existing situation of the intercultural communicative
competence of students of AUTH and EIU to contribute its multicultural
experience to the study.

- To offer a set of tasks to develop the intercultural communicative
competence of students in EFL classrooms.

Literature Review
Intercultural Communication Competence

The inherent component of ICC is the concept of culture. Since culture is
largely responsible for the development of our individual and social realities, as
well as our particular repertoires of expressive actions and meanings, it is essential
to perceive culture per se (Porter, R., Samovar, L., 1994, pp. 19-20).

Intercultural communication scholars refer to the theory with a dynamic
outlook and do not believe that culture can be measured nor that cultures share
universal attributes. Hence, theorists emphasize that culture and communication
shift along with societal alterations and theories should consider the constant
shifting and nuances of society (Aneas, Maria Assumpta; Sandin, Maria Paz, 2009).

Despite the attempts of many studies to define intercultural communication
competence, a cohesive theory and conceptualization has not been created yet.

The main reason for that is taking into account various definitions suggested
by different scholars may sometimes trigger controversial issues.

Intercultural communication refers to the direct and spoken interactions
among individuals from different cultural backgrounds. Furthermore, intercultural
communication competency encompasses the abilities and skills that enable people
to initiate encounters with people from diverse backgrounds, analyze differences,
effectively manage potential conflicts, and set up relationships with people from
varied backgrounds.

Intercultural competence is closely connected with the ability to operate
effectively across cultures, to think and act correctly, and to interact and
collaborate with people from diverse cultural backgrounds, whether at home or
abroad. In an increasingly globalized society, where we are more likely to contact
with people from different cultures and countries who have been molded by
diverse values, beliefs, and experiences, intercultural competence is a useful skill.
(Leung, 2014).

In this vein, Taylor (1994) considers intercultural competence as a transformative
process in which a person develops adaptive ability and changes his or her lifestyle
in order to effectively understand and adjust with the needs of another culture. It
implies that intercultural competency is viewed as a continuous internal personal
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process rather than a result.

Irrespective of considerable number of definitions of the given term
“competence” suggested by different scholars, this paper will focus on this concept
as a holistic system, a set of properties, qualities, and states of an individual
necessary for effective performance of professional activity.

In Byram's book the role of the language teacher has been described as that
of a “professional mediator between foreign languages and culture” (Byram,
Risager, 1999). Vernier et al. (2008) the teaching of culture as a fifth skill for
language learners that “enhances students’ overall learning experience.”

Tasks and Intercultural Learning Procedure

Integrating the various facets of teaching language in context, Kramsch (1993)
describes the following goals of foreign language learning and teaching:

1. communicate appropriately with native speakers of the language;

2. get to understand others;

3. get to understand themselves in the process (p. 183).

Through the tasks learners access and understand language data, that is,
“socially and culturally situated texts”. The key properties of task design according
to Candlin (1987) include input (data), roles, settings, actions, outcome (goals),
monitoring, and feedback (pp. 11-12).

Therefore, the tasks presented in this study are brainstorm, the guessing game,
interview, story, role play, presentation, representation, Sorrell’s Intercultural
Praxis model activity, mediation, and pluricultural tasks, blog exchange, and
exploration of cultural artefacts. All these tasks intend to promote intercultural
communication competence in EFL classrooms and are considered to be very
practical and flexible for any teaching context. They not only enable learners to
engage in the exploration of specific cultural characteristics, but they also provide
them with the tools they need to act as mediators between different cultural
realities, promoting intercultural communication competence in the most diverse
cultural contexts.

Additionally, the exercises emphasize interactional spoken communication and
need practical language skills, such as popular phrases and idioms. They allow
learners to express themselves in their own unique way. Furthermore, they broaden
learners’ intercultural understanding while also meeting their needs and interests.

Furthermore, they combine communicative competence and intercultural
communicative competence, the two aspects that make a learner a perfect
mediator within the teaching and learning process of a foreign language, and apply
the four language skills at the same time, combining communicative competence
and intercultural communicative competence.

Research Questions

1. What strategies are effective to promote intercultural communication
competence in EFL classrooms?
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2. Which tasks are more productive in the context of ICC?

3. What kind of challenges do students experience in a multicultural
environment?

4. What are the bases for the ideally intercultural competent classroom?

Research Methods

Qualitative descriptive research was employed using a survey method. Since
this survey strives to examine students’ attitudes towards and experiences of
intercultural communicative competence a questionnaire was determined to be a
good fit. The survey of attitudes and experiences of intercultural communicative
competence carried out in this paper was therefore conducted through an online
Google Form questionnaire. The questionnaire was directed at students at the
Aristotle University of Thessaloniki and Eurasia International University of Armenia
comprising total of 22 questions. The complete questionnaire can be seen in
Appendix Al. The latter contains different forms of questions (multiple questions,
one short answer and two long answers). The very research consisted of three
main stages: the selection of the participants, the process of data collection, and
the data analysis.

The Selection of Participants

The selection of the participants included students from the Department of
Foreign languages at Aristotle University of Thessaloniki and EIU of Armenia. The
participants were selected based on their experience of ICC and willingness to
volunteer in the current study. The participants were 52 students (consisting of 43
females (82.7%) and 9 men (17.3%)). It is important to highlight that the participants
are from different cultural backgrounds (Armenia, USA, UK, Greece, Bulgaria,
Catalonia, Chechnya, Finland, France, Georgia, Germany, Italy, Lithuania, Poland,
Spain, Czech Republic) which contributes to the multicultural nature of the study.

Results and Discussions
What strategies are effective to promote intercultural
communicative competence in EFL classrooms?

The majority of students were able to respond to this question, demonstrating
their thorough knowledge of the ICC and insightful consideration of their own
intercultural experiences. All of the students who took part in the survey stated
that they were exposed to intercultural dialogue on a regular basis. Furthermore,
many of the participants are exchange students, they believe that ongoing
connections and multicultural collaborations with other institutions, such as
exchange programs, workshops, and webinars, can pave the way to increase
awareness of ICC.

They contend that identifying the tendency for people to categorize and
generalize others based on stereotypes and making an effort to overcome this
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barrier would be helpful in the scope of intercultural dialogue. It is emphasized
that using stories from many cultures is an important strategy for introducing
pupils to the diversity of the world since engaging stories encourage empathy
and, as a result, improve intercultural communication skills.

According to the students, presenting an environment that is open and
cooperative while maintaining a neutral background can help learners share and
learn about various cultures where all students feel valued, respected, engaged
in the process of learning.

In addition, students confirmed that presentations and guessing games are
excellent exercises for addressing the problems, myths, and shared values that
we frequently encounter in multicultural settings. Below are the following
suggestions made by the students for promoting ICC in EFL classrooms:

- Making lessons interactive and student-centered.

« Having more non-formal events.

+ Sharing personal experience and role play.

«  Multicultural events, debates, actual communication.

«  Field trips.

« Adapting diversity in your classrooms.

« Creating a tolerant environment in the EFL classrooms.

- Employing culturally responsive pedagogy.

« Promoting cooperative learning, teamwork, focus on linguistic,

sociolinguistic, and pragmatic skills.

. Presentation of phonological systems of every language, daily

communication through an interlanguage.

- Listening to English interviews and conducting them by themselves.

- Talking about every student’s country, religion, and culture, discussing

the differences and similarities between them.

What are the bases for the ideally intercultural competent
classroom?

The aim of this needs analysis inquiry was to test the students’ general
comprehension of interculturally competent instruction and their capacity to
evaluate its efficacy. It should be noted that 98.1% of the participants had
experience with cultural diversity, and when asked how they would rate their
intercultural communication skills, 38.5% responded “high” and 30.8% - “very
high.” Although the criteria the students are using to evaluate their ICC is vague,
this indicator can provide some useful information about their level of cultural
awareness and prior exposure to intercultural education.

To the question “What are the bases for the ideally intercultural competent
classroom?” students answered by suggesting one important factor which is
embracing various cultures in the classroom and developing a diversity-focused
learning environment. A classroom where everyone is represented and everyone
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recognizes their roles. A place where everyone can share their thoughts and
feelings without having a fear of criticism.

The students present a model of an ideal interculturally competent classroom
where there is no racism or other form of discrimination, everyone is treated
equally regardless of their cultural or religious beliefs, and where all methods/
tasks are used to create a diversity of more enjoyable ways of learning.
The majority of the students mentioned that an intercultural competent classroom
is the one, where the learning environment is more responsive and inclusive to
the learners’ needs and educational expectations placed upon them by external
factors. Learners show mutual respect to each other without insulting any different
culture. Everyone appropriately behaves, acts, and co-operates with people from
different cultural backgrounds.

And finally, the students expressed agreement and approval on the
effectiveness of having a classroom full of international students who value
collaborative learning and cascading their knowledge.

Which tasks are more productive in the context of ICC?

The tasks that have been more or less frequently employed at the educational
institutions of the participants are shown in the following chart.

Which of the following tasks have been more commonly used in your education institution?

52 responses

Brainstorm
Interview
Representation
Guessing game
Role play
Storytelling

36 (69.2%)

25 (48.1%)
18 (34.6%)
18 (34.6%)
30 (57.7%)

Mediation tasks 9(17.3%)
Discussions 1(1.9%)
Debate 1(1.9%)
Essays 1(1.9%)
none 1(1.9%)
E-mail 1(1.9%)
0 10 20 30 40

Fig.1.

According to the chart, many of the students were exposed to brainstorming
(69.2%) and storytelling (57.7%) tasks and activities. This is understandable given
that those tasks can occasionally be used to foster communicative competence
even in non-multicultural settings, so they are not necessarily indicators of ICC.
Representation (48.1%) is another activity that the students cite, and they equally
value Role Play (34.6%) and the Guessing Game (34.6%).
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According to the graph, it is clear that some students still have little to no
exposure to some really beneficial and interactive tasks, such interviews (30.8%)
and mediation exercises (17.3%). Interestingly enough, other students did, however,
mention the assignments and tasks that were utilized in their EFL classes, such as
talks, debates, essays, and email assignments.

Another key point to take into consideration is the productivity of the above-
mentioned tasks.

Hence, the findings revealed that comparing aspects of the students’ own
culture with those of the target culture is an efficient and practical way of
developing cultural awareness for students discover similarities and differences
between their own and the target language culture which leads to common
understanding and tolerance.

What kind of challenges do students experience in a multicultural
environment?

With the development of multiculturalism to break down cultural barriers
between the learners, this question seeks to address the hindrances that might
occur in a multicultural context. The primary challenges students encounter in
multicultural contexts are depicted in the following graph:

What kind of challenges do students face in a multicultural environment?

52 responses

ethnicity

racism/inequality 17 (32.7%)
language barrier 42 (80.8%)

domination of different learning...

cultural difference 34 (65.4%)
non-verbal behavior
religion and beliefs 19 (36.5%)
0 10 20 30 40 50

Fig.2.

The language barrier (80.8%) and cultural diversity (65.45%) are cited by the
majority of students as the major difficulties in multicultural education. This
underlines once more the significance of integrating culture and language
instruction, demonstrating that in order to be interculturally competent, one must
also develop cultural awareness. It is clear that even the most successful students
with strong communicating skills may lack intercultural communication skills.

Religion and beliefs (36.5%), racism/inequality (32.7%), non-verbal conduct
(25%) and dominance of various learning/teaching styles (17.3%) are other difficulties
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highlighted by the participants. This could provide some guidance on how to manage
the obstacles faced by participants in multicultural classrooms and create assignments
in line with those issues. In EFL classes, students have also been questioned about
how frequently they make comparisons between elements of their own culture and
those of a foreign culture. 25% of them profess to compare the perspectives of
various cultures frequently, 38.5% occasionally, and 26.9% occasionally.

To the question “How often are students given opportunities to learn about
people from different races, ethnicities, or cultures in your education institution?”
40.4 % of the participants chose the option “sometimes” and 23.1 % “often”. It
has become apparent that even though the students involved in this research are
from multicultural learning environments, their education institutions do not
intensively implement a multicultural approach to teaching.

The other question from the survey (At your school, how often are students
encouraged to think more deeply about discrimination topics?) shows that only 11.5%
of the students are always encouraged to discuss disquieting topics, different kinds
of discrimination and stereotypes, and 23.1% are often encouraged to do so, whilst
42.3 % of them only sometimes are given the chance of open discussions and debates.

Finally, to the question “How satisfied are you with the intercultural
communication competence (ICC) in your education institution?” 44.2% of the
students chose “somewhat satisfied”, 23.1% were neither satisfied nor dissatisfied,
and only 11.5% was very satisfied. This image detects that the strategies of these
education institutions can be productive in the context of ICC if they meet
students’ needs and are implemented on regular basis.

As the findings implied, to the question “If students from different backgrounds
struggled to get along in your class, how comfortable would you be intervening?”
the majority of the students held the opinion that they have average flexibility and
readiness to respond if any question about some aspect of the target culture is raised.

The overall findings of the survey show that despite the lack of explicit
instruction in ICC many students have high level of ICC. The results of the
questionnaires indicate that there is a high awareness of current models but
practical communicative exercises are not commonly used in EFL classrooms.

As the findings implied, students have positive attitudes towards ICC and
emphasize the need for teaching culture in EFL classrooms. Therefore, EFL teachers
should integrate culture teaching as a part of language teaching.

After assessing the applicability of the tasks proposed in the survey it was
apparent that they fulfill the principles of ICC and meet the needs of EFL students.

Conclusion

Ultimately, the findings demonstrate that intercultural communicative
competence enables EFL teachers to adopt efficient strategies in their classrooms
to promote intercultural awareness and cultural competence. In this regard, the
action research revises the theoretical background of ICC and suggests a set of
tasks to endorse ICC in EFL classrooms based on the data analysis of the survey.
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The ascertained facts put forward the subsequent deductions:

Suggested strategies which function effectively in the context of globalization
can be modified according to the learners’ needs and interests and advance them
with ICC skills so that they become intercultural speakers.

A meticulous examination of the survey data has shown that learners’
awareness clearly plays a crucial role in the ICC learning procedure. Moreover, it
provides a threshold for changing learners’ attitudes towards “otherness” by
incorporating a variety of teaching strategies and materials.

A special significance attaches to the findings that signify broad understanding
of generalizability emerging from cross-cultural comparisons that illuminate
learners’ similarities amid their cultural diversity which lead to common
understanding, tolerance, and empathy.

Recommendations

EFL teachers should be equipped with strategies and teaching aids to elucidate
students with aspects of cultural content and perform such applicable tasks as role-
plays, presentations, interviews, and other tasks presented in the given research.

The integration of all the core three domains-cognitive, affective and behavioral
should be maximized since the effectiveness of intercultural communicative
competence and the knowledge of the English language is imperative in this day
and age.

Limitations

Albeit the following study equips teachers in-service with strategies of
intercultural communication competence in their EFL classrooms, still there is lack
of thorough implementation of them. Consequently, further studies should dwell
upon particular issues to raise cultural awareness and supply teachers and learners
with a relevant scaffolding for advancing intercultural communicative competence.
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CTPATEI'MH NOBbINEHUA KOMIIETEHTHOCTH B MEXKY/IbTYP-
HOU KOMMYHUKALIMHU B KJ/IACCAX EFL

(13 ombITa paGoTbl C rpeYecKUuM K/IacCOM)

B nocrnepHue rofbl HaBbIKW MEKKY/IbTYPHOH KOMMYHHKALIMU CTamu 6oree mo-
My7IIPHBIMA B OOY4YEHUHM aHITIMHACKOMY s3bIKy. TeM He MeHee, B Hallld IHU CTa-
HOBUTCSl Bce Gosiee BaXKHOHM TeHAeHLUs o0ydyaTb NMPOChEeCCHOHA/IOB CTpATerusiM
Pa3BUTHS MEXKKYIbTYpHOI KoMMyHHKauuu (ICC), KoTopble MOTYT He BK/TIOYaTbCs
B y4yeOHYIO IporpamMMy IO aHIJIMACKOMY f3bIKYy KaK MHOCTPaHHOMY. B paMkax
HOAHHOW CTaTbW IpeANpUHSATa MOMNbITKA MPEeACTaBUTb TEOPETUYECKHE OCHOBbI U
npaktudeckue mopenu MKK. B ocHoBe uccrienoBaHus JIEKUT Ka4eCTBEHHO-AEC—
KPUINITHUBHBIA MeTof. O611Me pe3yIbTaThbl Olpoca MOKa3bIBAIOT, YTO, HECMOTPS Ha
OTCYTCTBHE YETKHUX YKa3aHuH, cBa3aHHbIX ¢ MKK (ICC), MHOrHe yyaluecss UMeroT
BbICOKMH ypoBeHb MKK, XOTd NpakTU4eCKHe KOMMYHHMKATHUBHbBIE YIIPaXKHEHU
00bIYHO HE MCIOJIb3YIOTCs B Kilaccax EFL.
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