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ABSTRACT

This study explores the potential of teaching intercultural competence in
foreign language courses through the example of a pedagogical experience

in a higher education institution.

Language research increasingly acknowledges the intercultural dimension
of foreign language education and foreign language teachers’ social and
moral responsibilities. Successful intercultural interactions presuppose
unprejudiced attitudes, hence learners’ intercultural competence: tolerance
and understanding of other cultures as well as cultural self-awareness.
Intercultural communicative competence can therefore be considered as
one of the central aims of foreign language education so that learners can
successfully communicate with people from different linguistic and cultural
worlds. However, there have been few empirical studies which illustrate
intercultural competence with a view towards assisting its integration into

classrooms.

The main purpose of this investigation is the increased understanding of
my practice in order to reconceptualise it as one of a social justice
educator, which entails the construction of an understanding of
intercultural competence teaching and learning in the foreign language
classroom. The study incorporates insights from critical pedagogy, critical
multiculturalism, and intercultural competence theories and examines the
ways in which the research process has influenced and reshaped my

practice, paving the way forward to further improvements for the future.

During a classroom-based study over two academic semesters, I created

an intercultural syllabus for my teaching of an English writing course which



aimed to facilitate new understandings and insights around cultural
diversity and contribute to learners’ responsible citizenship in a democratic
society. Participants included all students who were enrolled in these two
university classes. Using an action inquiry methodology, the project was a
study of my educational practice which addressed five broad research
questions. Qualitative data collection and analysis endeavoured to answer
these questions by investigating student perceptions of cultural diversity
and assessing their response to the syllabus; hence by focusing on the
enhancement of students’ intercultural competence, the study sought to
identify successful strategies for teaching intercultural competence. Data
collection methods included student interviews, student essays, and my

reflective diary.

Findings reveal that most learners construct cultural differences as
problematic, resort to negative stereotyping, and reproduce essentialised
images of the self and of otherness; however, analysis also surfaced a
more fluid and ambiguous understanding which portrays cultural others in
more positive ways. Additionally, greater and deeper student
understanding of intercultural issues is evidenced with reflection on the
concept of culture and on migration, increased cultural self-awareness,
expression of empathy and solidarity, acknowledgement of heterogeneity
within national cultures, and awareness that insufficient knowledge of
cultural groups may lead to misconceptions. The identification of
ineffective strategies has assisted me in revising the intervention, while
the self-reflective process brought to light my own biases towards
otherness, assumptions which inform my practice, and ethical dilemmas

involved in transformative teaching.



Implications include the significance of affective learning, of student
agency in the knowledge production process, and the connection of the
educational experience to their lives. They point to the empowering
experience for teachers of shaping the curriculum and living out their
values in their practice but also to the challenges involved in
transformative practices, teaching values, and assessing intercultural

competence.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

1.1 BACKGROUND

My concern for intercultural competence and more generally intercultural
education reflects changing circumstances across the globe which result
from trends of increased mobility (tourism, travelling, and migration) and
modern communication which multiplies interactions through the use of
new technologies. Learners are therefore more than ever likely to work,
live, and communicate with people who are linguistically and culturally
different, which sets a priority for educators: to prepare learners for the
21% century and intercultural encounters resulting from an increased

global interdependence.

Foreign language education is, by definition, intercultural (Sercu et al.,
2005). The foreign language classroom is where two cultures meet: the
learner’s and that of the target language. Learning to express oneself in
words other than one’s own is entering a world where much is new and
different, and this necessitates acquiring ‘a new standpoint in our world-
view’ (von Humboldt, 1836). In my teaching career, I have often faced
students’ comments which describe words, expressions, or structures in a
foreign language as “bizarre”, “weird” or even “not normal”. I usually reply
that this is what is fascinating about language learning: we have to
abandon the familiar for the surprising and for a world of relativity where
nothing is normal and everything is strange. Would we not be normal in
the eyes of others? If we regard the French to be contrary because they
place the noun before the adjective, do we not look exactly the same in
the eyes of the French for doing the opposite? The conviction that there is

no centre of the world is at the heart of language learning and curiosity

the leading force. The curiosity to learn about others dominates the risk of
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embarrassing ourselves in unknown territory. For, learning a new language
is taking risks by placing oneself ‘in a position of uncommon subordination
and powerlessness’ (Kramsch, 1993: 238). It entails making numerous
mistakes and sounding less intelligent than in our mother tongue, and
getting familiar with new socialisation patterns of another culture at the
risk of acting the “wrong” way. Language learning is for me undoubtedly
an intercultural enterprise. This is the way I experience language learning

and my work, but do language theories confirm this position?

Language research increasingly acknowledges the intercultural dimension
of foreign language education and foreign language teachers’ social and
moral responsibilities. Successful intercultural interactions presuppose
unprejudiced attitudes, hence learners’ intercultural competence
(Kramsch, 1993; Steele, 2000; McKay, 2002): tolerance and respect
towards other cultures as well as cultural self-awareness. Intercultural
learning helps students understand the relationship between cultures and
develop multiple perspectives. Intercultural communicative competence
can therefore be considered one of the central aims of foreign language
education (Guilherme, 2002; Byram, 2008) so that Ilearners can
successfully communicate with people from different linguistic and cultural

worlds.

Despite the recognition of the significance of intercultural learning, there is
still a gap between academics and practitioners: foreign language teachers
and teacher educators seem hesitant to integrate these theories into
pedagogical practice (Lazar et al., 2007; Cushner and Mahon, 2009;
Byram, 2009) while only a few empirical studies have implemented
intercultural learning in classrooms (Byram et al., 2001) and can

substantiate the development of intercultural competence.
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1.2 PURPOSE OF STUDY

This empirical study aspires to connect research to practice, thereby
contributing to the ongoing debate on intercultural competence in foreign
language pedagogy. It set out to examine intercultural competence in a
foreign language course in a higher education institution using an action
inquiry methodology and qualitative methods. The main purpose of this
study was to construct an understanding of foreign language teaching and
learning of intercultural competence through the example of a pedagogical
experience. Through a specific intervention in an English writing course
and the examination of learners’ responses to it, the investigation
undertook to identify successful teaching strategies. It delineates how I
enhanced my understanding of intercultural competence in action and
reconceptualised my practice as a space which addresses moral, political,

and social justice issues.

This self-study which aims to improve my practice asked the overarching

research question:

How does a foreign language teacher enhance learners’ intercultural

competence?

From this general question emerged the following research sub-questions:

1. What were students’ perceptions of cultural diversity?

2. How did students respond to the intervention? What indicates their
greater and deeper understanding of intercultural issues?

3. Which strategies in my practice were effective in enhancing

learners’ intercultural competence?
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4, How was the understanding of my practice enhanced? How do I

now reconceptualise my practice as one of a social justice educator?

This investigation attempted to answer the above questions by analysing
data generated from two classes of the same course during two
consecutive semesters. Data included student essays, student interviews,
and my reflective diary, while all the students who attended these two

university courses were my research participants.

1.3 OUTLINE OF THE THESIS

In Chapter 2, the several contexts are described in order to situate the
study: my personal context, in terms of how my personal history defined
my interest in interculturalism and shaped my values around social justice
and my professional context and my institution where the empirical study
was conducted in order to contextualise my research in its immediate
environment. Finally, a particular focus on the locational context depicts
the Cypriot education system and socio-political factors, significant in

determining student perceptions of otherness.

In Chapter 3, relevant literature is reviewed to place the study within its
theoretical framework. The first two parts of the chapter focus on some of
the theoretical models which inform intercultural competence: critical
pedagogy and critical multiculturalism, as well as the cultural and the
intercultural components of foreign language education. These theoretical
models give rise to a reassessment of the goals and practices of foreign
language teaching and learning, which are addressed in the third section

of the chapter.
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In Chapter 4, the methodology employed is discussed, detailing the
research design and processes. The chapter is divided into two parts. The
first part articulates my beliefs about reality and knowledge, gives a
theoretical overview of action inquiry and situates my study within this
tradition. The second part concentrates on the way the study was
conducted: the implemented syllabus, the research methods employed,
data collection and treatment of the data. Ethical issues, validity, and

reliability are also addressed.

In Chapter 5, the collected data are presented and analysed in order to
help me construct an understanding of intercultural competence in my
practice. The analysis is two-fold: it focuses on students and on myself, in
an effort to reconceptualise my role as a social justice educator, which
entails identifying students’ perceptions and their cognitive and attitudinal

responses to the syllabus.

In Chapter 6, findings are summarised and discussed in relation to the
relevant theory, contexts, and methodology. Themes which emerged from
data analysis are revisited in order to draw further conclusions which
answer the research questions and highlight the contribution of the study.
Finally, I discuss the limitations of the study, propose some implications
for foreign language teaching and teacher education and suggest some

avenues for future research.
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CHAPTER 2: CONTEXTS

2.1 INTRODUCTION

In this chapter, I situate my research in its background contexts. I begin
by describing my personal context and my personal history behind the
choice of the research topic. Certain events in my life have been decisive
in shaping my commitment to antiracism and social justice; they have
therefore contributed to the formation of the ontological stance and
pedagogical commitments that I bring to the present study. I then discuss
my professional context and my university, where I conducted the
empirical study. I briefly describe the institution in order to contextualise
my research into its immediate environment. Finally, I move to the
locational context in order to depict the Cypriot context. One of my
research questions addresses my students’ perceptions of cultural
diversity; I thus consider it necessary to give a picture of the education
system which has been, I believe, decisive in shaping these perceptions.
My focus is its ethnocentric orientation which reproduces essentialised
constructions of the self and others and which fails to include cultural and
religious minorities. This is not irrelevant to the political context and recent
social developments which I also address. Moreover, the Cypriot policy on
plurilingualism, seen as a factor in enhancing intercultural competence, is

compared to European Union guidelines.

2.2 MY PERSONAL CONTEXT

My long-held belief in social justice has motivated the specific research
topic. As do many language teachers who spend at least a year abroad as
part of their undergraduate studies, I have had the experience of studying

and living away from home for a long period which confronted me with the
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challenges of a new place away from the safety of the familiar: my family,
my country, my language but it also afforded me the rewards of new
learning and new loving friends. Like other language teachers, I have been
made to feel welcome but I have also been faced with a few incidents of

hostile attitudes, negative stereotyping, or even overt racism.

Questions of inequalities and injustices have always been of relevance to
me, precisely because I have been in the role of the other, the displaced at
a young age, exiled within my country and abroad. Following a war in
Cyprus in 1974, I fled with my family from my hometown to another part
of the island, then to Greece. The refugee identity has therefore been part
of me since my childhood. As a young adult, I chose to study and work in
France and Greece, for an extended period: moving places was not a
problem for me, for I already felt without roots. When nostalgia led me
back to Cyprus, I felt content to reintegrate into my home culture; I
would, however, never have the same sense of belonging as in my
childhood for I now belonged to a ‘third culture’ (Kramsch, 1993): the
experience of mobility with its transitions, discoveries, and losses had by
then shaped a new perception of home and defined me not only as a

Cypriot but also as a global citizen.

It is therefore not surprising that the injustice which upsets me the most is
discrimination based on somebody’s culture or ethnic origin. I do not have
to make an effort to position myself as other; it is a role I know well. 1
naturally relate to cultural minorities, to those living away from home or
not fitting into their physical environment because I find in them an echo
of my own traumas. My commitment to antiracism is thus grounded in my
own experience. Moreover, my studies, teaching experience, and residence

in France have been decisive in shaping some of my values; for instance,
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the strong secular tradition of the country has influenced the way I view

the role of religion in education.

Consequently, my research naturally evolved from my personal history
and values which have been shaped by this history. I believe in an
intercultural approach to education where all cultures are regarded as
equally valid, whilst I feel a need to make a small contribution to the
betterment of society. Education is seen as contributing to preventative
solutions for a number of social evils, discrimination being one of them
(Hooghoff and Delnoy, 1998), and I feel that as an educator it is my moral

responsibility to transform my practice into a more socially just one.

2.3 PROFESSIONAL CONTEXT: THE UNIVERSITY OF NICOSIA

My institution is my immediate research context. The University of
Nicosia/Intercollege is a private tertiary institution which receives young
people (aged mostly 18-25) pursuing undergraduate (BA) or postgraduate
studies (MA) in a variety of programmes. It was founded in 1980 with
eight students but quickly evolved in size and prestige to become the
largest private tertiary institution in Cyprus hosting 5,000 students at
present. Originally a college, it became a university in 2008; the college
and the university now function as separate entities which focus on

professional or academic programmes respectively.

The institution is a living example of globalisation as it is an English
speaking institution, situated in Cyprus, inspired by American academic
models. More recently, the university started adapting to European
standards following the Bologna Process whose ultimate aim is to create a

unified European Higher Education Area (EHEA) (European Commission,
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2008). It is a multicultural institution with faculty, staff, and students
(18% of students are non-Greek Cypriot) from 80 different countries. With
the opening of border checkpoints between the two parts of the island in
2003, a few Turkish Cypriot students have also enrolled at the university.
International students are supported before and after their arrival by the
Admissions Office but mostly the Department of Student Affairs. The latter
assists them in finding accommodation and employment as well as in
getting acquainted with the university services. It also promotes social and
intercultural interactions through student clubs and societies, and the
organisation of trips within and outside Cyprus. Despite these efforts,
international students seem to be isolated from local students. This is quite
visible in the crowded cafeteria where one can see students mostly
socialising within their own ethnic groups. The existence of ethnic societies
(Iranian society, Russian society, Cypriot Greek society...), despite their
good intentions of giving students the opportunity to express their home
cultures, is perhaps not helpful in enhancing interaction among locals and

foreigners.

Moreover, the administration seems reluctant to promote plurilingualism
because foreign language courses are considered more costly than
theoretical courses, which can host a bigger number of students. This
stance follows a general trend of ‘crisis in modern languages’ in higher
education where utilitarian criteria such as ‘viability’ and ‘efficiency’ guide
managerial decisions (Phipps and Gonzalez, 2001: 1, 2). As elsewhere
education is increasingly market oriented and modern languages are
devalued because they cannot promise students ‘material returns’ and a

job in return for the investment of their time and money (op. cit.: 2).
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2.4 THE LOCATIONAL CONTEXT: CYPRUS

‘Classrooms and schools are not insulated environments. What goes on
outside schools greatly influences what occurs inside them’ (Zeichner and
Liston, 1996: x). This is why I endeavour here to examine contextual
issues and specifically the Cypriot context, which can offer insights into
students’ perceptions of otherness. I focus on the way socio-political
factors contribute to an ethnocentric orientation of the education system
and which, combined with the recent arrival of immigrants, may account to
a large extent for the expression of xenophobic attitudes within the Cypriot
society. Although numerous studies indicate the impact of the Cyprus
problem on both Greek and Turkish Cypriot communities, I only refer to

Greek Cypriots because these represent the majority of my participants.

2.4.1 THE SOCIO-POLITICAL CONTEXT

The Republic of Cyprus is a small island situated in the south-eastern
Mediterranean with a population of 797,000 (Press and Information Office
[PIO], 2008). The history of the country is one of much turmoil: the
strategic position of the island, at the intersection of three continents,
Africa, Europe, and Asia, has attracted many conquerors and colonists:
Assyrians, Persians, Romans, Byzantines, Crusaders, Venetians, Ottomans,
and British who succeeded in invading and ruling the country. All these
conquerors have left their imprint on the island (Hadjipavliou, 2006) but
the most decisive influences in forming the two main communities have
been the settlement of Achaean Greeks in the second millennium B.C. and

the three centuries of Ottoman rule (1571-1878).

Knowledge of the events of the last five decades is quite significant in the

understanding of the process of identity construction (Spyrou, 2006) and
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Greek Cypriot perceptions of otherness. An anticolonial struggle against
the British rule which was claiming union with Greece ended in 1960 with
independence and the declaration of the Republic of Cyprus. This was
followed by a period of intercommunal conflict between Greek and Turkish
Cypriots and a Turkish invasion in 1974, resulting in the occupation of one
third of the territory. Since then, the country has been territorially,
politically, culturally, and psychologically divided (Shepherd Johnson,
2007): Greek Cypriots live in the south, in the Republic of Cyprus and
Turkish Cypriots in the north, in the Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus
(TRNC) which is unrecognised by international law. This has come to be
known as the “Cyprus problem”, which dominates public debates and
impregnates daily life, thus is not without an impact on youth lifestyle. For
instance, Cyprus is a highly militarised country and there is a compulsory

two-year army service for young male Greek Cypriots.

My Greek Cypriot students were born after 1974 and grew up with limited
or no physical contact with Turkish Cypriots while they have been
socialised to resent them. A discourse which demonises the other
community is present in some of the media while daily news focuses on
the continuing occupation of the northern part of the island and ongoing
political efforts to solve the Cyprus problem. At the same time, physical
division is visible, especially in Nicosia, through military posts, barbed
wire, Greek, Turkish or U.N. flags or dead end streets which lead to the
buffer zone, the uninhabited area separating the two parts of the island,
also known as the Green Line. The longstanding political problem has had
a considerable impact on education (Philippou, 2005), which is used for
political ends (Persianis, 1996 cited by Trimikliniotis, 2004). This is further

discussed in the section 2.4.3 “Nationalism in the educational system”.
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The Cyprus conflict is, I believe, significant in determining people’s
perceptions not only of the Turks and Turkish Cypriots but by extension
perceptions of other Muslim populations and immigrants. The presence of
immigrants is often compared to that of Turkish settlers in the north (now
a larger population than Turkish Cypriots) in every-day discourses which
express a sense of invasion and insecurity. Moreover, because of the
proximity of the country to conflict areas (Iraq, Palestine, Syria, Lebanon),
undocumented immigrants are reported to arrive in Cyprus from the
northern occupied territories, after having crossed the so-called Green Line
(Trimikliniotis and Fulias-Souroulla, 2007). Hence, ‘feelings of mistrust,
stereotyping and psychological distancing’ (Hadjipavlou, 2007: 39) which
are directed towards those on the "“other side” are extended to the

“others” on this side.

2.4.2 IMMIGRATION

While many European countries started receiving migrants many decades
ago, for Cyprus this is a rather new phenomenon. Although it has been a
multicultural society for centuries, culturally and linguistically
heterogeneous due to the presence of various domestic minorities, recent
immigration has transformed the cultural landscape of the island. In the
last two decades, and especially during the last few years, Cyprus has
experienced an arrival of immigrant workers — foreign nationals
constituted 10% of the total population in 2002 (Country Report, Council
of Europe, 2004), compared to 14 % in 2005 (Trimikliniotis and Fulias-
Souroulla, 2006). In the 1990s, Cyprus changed its migration policy ‘in
order to meet labour shortages’ and became within a very short period a
host country for migrants whereas it traditionally exported migrants.
Migrant workers are mainly Eastern Europeans, south-east Asians, Chinese

or Middle-Eastern who are employed as domestic workers, or in the areas
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of construction, agriculture, tourism, trade and the manufacturing industry

(Trimikliniotis and Demetriou, 2005).

While the public debate on multiculturalism has hardly begun, civic
participation of migrants (participation in elections, membership in political
parties and organisations or in trade unions...) is reported as ‘rather
disappointing’ (op. cit.: 4). Concurrently, most of the local media have
‘little sense of political correctness’ (Trimikliniotis, 2004: 56) and cultivate
attitudes of fear and suspicion towards migrants. For instance, they cover
incidents in a sensational way by mentioning the ethnic origin (European
Commission against Racism and Intolerance [ECRI], 2006) of perpetrators

of crimes.

At the same time, the educational response to the migration trend is quite
weak: state education, whose goals and contents have a predominantly
monocultural orientation, is quite unprepared to receive migrant children,
who represented ‘9% of the state school population’ in 2008/9 (Euridice,
2009). There is no consistent policy for welcoming newly arrived pupils
(European Network Against Racism [ENAR], 2008a) such as intensive
language courses which would help them overcome language barriers:
though Greek lessons are increasingly offered to children of migrant
workers, they are available mostly in primary schools rather than in
secondary schools (ENAR, 2008b). It is therefore not uncommon for older
pupils to struggle to follow lessons in a language they hardly understand.
In its description of the national education system, the Ministry of
Education lists under the heading “Multicultural education” the provision of
intensive instruction of Greek language for primary school pupils but the
piloting of similar courses for only 15 secondary education institutions

(Euridice, 2009). Some intercultural education courses are included in pre-
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service training for school teachers but, for in-service training, these are
optional or limited to the preparation of teachers to teach Greek as a
second or foreign language (Euridice, 2009). There is therefore no
consistent policy for experienced teachers to benefit from training which
would help them deal with a multicultural classroom. Teacher training
follows the logic of the education system as a whole: there is no
‘systematically recognized goal’ to address multiculturalism, and neither
therefore to train teachers in the areas of ‘tolerance, human rights, conflict

resolution’ or ‘social justice’ (Shepherd Johnson, 2007: 30).

Thus, the model promoted does not respond to new realities, and tensions
are created between ‘local traditions’ and ‘global trends’ (Zembylas, 2003:
503). Despite an increasingly heterogeneous school population, the
educational system continues to advance an ethnocentric model that

breeds nationalism and xenophobia.

2.4.3 NATIONALISM IN THE EDUCATIONAL SYSTEM

While Cyprus benefits from quite a high level of literacy — 98% of young
Greek Cypriots were enrolled at secondary educational institutions and
81% at tertiary educational institutions in 2006 (Cyprus Human
Development Report [CHDR], 2009) —, education promotes nationalism
which in turn sustains negative stereotypes of the ethnic other and leaves
little space for criticality (Spyrou, 2002, 2006; Bryant, 2004; Zembylas,
2007; Papadakis, 2008; Varnava, 2009). The well documented
ethnocentrism of the Cyprus education system is depicted as one that
reproduces discriminatory patterns (Trimikliniotis, 2004; European
Monitoring Centre on Racism and Xenophobia [EUMC], 2006) and that
supports ‘considerable levels of racist and xenophobic prejudice among

students’ (ECRI, 2005) and teachers (Trimikliniotis, 2004).
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Education is seen as essential in constructing, even imposing national
identity (Anderson, 1991; Gellner, 2006): curricula, textbooks, national
and religious symbols and celebrations, many teachers’ discursive
practices (Spyrou, 2006; Zembylas, 2007; Varnava, 2009) in general and
history lessons in particular reproduce highly stereotypical images.
Nationalist historiography fosters the animosity between Greeks and Turks
wherein Turks emerge as the main enemy of Hellenism (Spyrou, 2006;
Papadakis, 2008). History school books stress allegiance to the
“motherland” Greece through the country’s ‘supposed thousands of years
of pure Greekness’ (Bryant, 2004: 171) and offer monolithic and
essentialised constructions of the self and the other which fail to recognise
heterogeneity or commonality: the self is glorified through a ‘narrative of
national achievements and struggles’ (Papadakis, 2008: 2) whilst the
Greek nation is portrayed in historical continuity with ancient times
(Frangoudaki and Dragona, 1997); in this way, it is suggested that
contemporary Greeks are direct descendants of ancient Greeks, untouched
by other intermediary influences. On the other hand, the presence of
others is portrayed as parasitic, while Turkish Cypriots are often
assimilated into the category “Turks” who are presented as aggressive and
barbaric (Spyrou, 2006; Papadakis, 2008). Thus, in the process of national
identity construction, the Turks become the primary and ‘most negative
ethnic Other’, ‘against whom a sense of Self is constructed’ (Spyrou, 2006:
102, 95). Essentialised constructions of otherness include the British, since
both the official and the hidden curriculum reproduce accounts of the
colonisers’ cruelty, thus socialising the youth ‘into multiple enemies’
(Hadjipavlou, 2006). Further, nationalistic education suggests that Cyprus
is Greek and therefore true Cypriots are only Greek Cypriots, which leaves

little space for ethnic minorities within the nation (Spyrou, 2006). Cypriot
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minorities (Maronites, Latin, Armenian, Roma, Jews) or immigrants are
hardly represented in textbooks or curricula, a policy which fails to
acknowledge multiculturalism as a historical or a contemporary

phenomenon (Varnava et al., 2009).

The reinforcement of Greekness in national identity construction and the
exclusive representation of the dominant group are aided by a centralised
system with a prescribed national curriculum, a single textbook policy
(Frangoudaki and Dragona, 1997; Varnava, 2009), and the publication of
many textbooks in Greece (Zembylas, 2002; CHDR, 2009). Consequently,
young Cypriots are educated with the same textbooks as their Greek
peers. However, some studies indicate that Greek Cypriot children also
draw on a Cypriocentric discourse, which emphasises the Cypriot identity,
to construct their national identities (Spyrou, 2002; Ioannidou, 2004;
Philippou, 2005; Sophocleous, 2009). Not surprisingly, Sophocleous’
(2009) research shows that pupils’ Cypriot identity emerges with issues
relevant to their daily activities with friends and family but not with issues

relevant to education.

Frangoudaki and Dragona (1997) posit that the image of national others
promoted by Greek textbooks is a mirror image of the national self which
is in fact represented as weak, fragile, insecure and in danger of alteration
by the influence of other civilisations. This insecurity is expressed by vivid
reactions of state teachers’ organisations and a very vocal part of the
public (politicians, the Church, parent associations...) to attempts for
educational reforms which are often regarded as an effort to de-hellenise
citizens. Such was the case for the revision of the history textbook for the
sixth-grade of primary schools in 2007, which caused uproar and led to its

withdrawal. According to Shepherd Johnson (2007: 31) it is typical in
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‘postconflict societies’ for traditionalists who feel concerned with
‘preserving cultural heritage and national identity’ to resist reforms aiming

at bridging the divide.

The legitimisation of a ‘Helleno-centric education’ is supported by the
aspiration of the educational system to transmit ‘Helleno-Christian’ or
‘Helleno-Orthodox’ values (Trimikliniotis, 2004: 63, 68). Numerous
practices reflect this trend: daily lessons start with a morning prayer while
classrooms are decorated with Christian symbols such as icons of the
Christ or the Virgin Mary. In addition, pupils are escorted by their teachers
to a church to follow a mass four to six times a year during school time.
Religious education, as it is now practised, may be seen as reinforcing

discriminatory practices against minority students.

2.4.4 RELIGIOUS EDUCATION

While curricula, notably of History and Modern Greek, are ‘loaded with
ethno-religious biases’ (Trimikliniotis, 2004: 69), religious education also
seems to exclude other communities. Compulsory during the twelve years
of primary and secondary education, religious education has recently
become optional for pupils with a migrant background of another religion
and Cypriots who declare a different or no religion. Dispensation is
possible but no alternative courses are offered. The lessons take the form
of catechesis, an education in the faith and the teaching of the Christian
Orthodox doctrine with little reference to other religions. Cyprus
reproduces the Greek model of ‘religious indoctrination’ (Zambeta, 2003:
15) which assumes that the orthodox faith is an integral component of the
national identity and which results in a ‘confusion between the qualities of

citizen and faithful’ (op. cit.: 16) [my translation; original in Greek]. More
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to the point, the head organisation of Greek education is the “Ministry of

Education and Religious Affairs”.

The dogmatic nature of religious education is in conflict with pedagogies
which foster criticality and creativity (/oc. cit.) while the exclusive teaching
of the dominant group’s religion disregards principles of pluralism. Again,
it is suggested that Cypriots are only the Greek Orthodox, which notably
excludes all other Cypriots or non-Cypriots. If confession is indeed strongly
tied to the national identity, does it legitimate most Greek Cypriots’ right
‘to impose’, as the majority group, ‘their religious convictions through
schooling’ (Zambeta, 2003) [my translation; original in Greek]? Further,
the obligation for parents to declare their religious convictions to the
school so that their child is exempted from the lesson is regarded by some
as an infringement on their privacy. At the time of writing, there are
complaints to the ombudsman’s office, whose role is also to investigate the

violation of citizens’ human rights by government services.

The Cypriot model is not unique but rare compared to practices in other
E.U. countries, most of which have launched a public debate on the
connection between the role of religion in schools and religious diversity.
European countries are all faced with the challenge of ‘religious
pluralisation’ and an increasing number of their citizens who declare
themselves ‘of no religion’ leading them to rethink their approach to
teaching religion (Willaime, 2007: 59). The response of many E.U.
countries to increasing diversity has been a ‘process of
deconfessionalisation and secularisation of religious education’ in such
ways that they contribute to students’ ‘responsible citizenship in pluralist

societies’” with courses which are non-obligatory, include more religions or
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non-religious positions, or highlight the ethical and values dimension of

religions (op. cit.: 62, 64).

The Cypriot education system is therefore, for the time being, unable to
acknowledge and respond to diversity, and to pupils’ rights to being
educated in their own faith or of having no faith. It is quite significant for
my study that Cypriot students are not educated about other religions,
which restricts their tolerance and understanding. ‘Religious diversity is
either disregarded or equated with the external “"Other”’; especially ‘Islam
is presented as a culturally inferior culture which clearly represents the
enemy’ (Zambeta, 2003: 20). However, the ‘ability to discuss all religions
with all students increasingly appears to be a pedagogical and civic

necessity’ (Willaime, 2007: 66) in pluralist societies such as Cyprus.

2.4.5 EDUCATIONAL REFORM

Despite these inadequacies, recent developments give rise to some
optimism. Since the accession of Cyprus to the European Union, in 2004,
the need to enhance openness to other peoples and cultures has become
more obvious: the concern to ‘align with a European future’ and educate
teachers for new realities now gains ground (Shepherd Johnson, 2007:
30). This is traceable in official documents: in the official statement of its
aims in 2004 the Cypriot Ministry of Education and Culture stated that one
of the aims of primary education is to establish children’s ‘national and
ethnic identity and their status as citizens of the Republic of Cyprus who
make great efforts for their national demand of human rights through legal
and generally accepted procedures’, which refers to the Cyprus problem.
In 2005, apart from ‘retaining the national identity and keeping alive the
memory of the occupied areas in Cyprus’ the Ministry also included ‘the

evelopment of free an emocratic citizens’, ‘coexistence, cooperation
d I t of f dd t t 0 t t
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and combating intolerance and xenophobia’ while the 2008 report made no
mention of national identity; instead, it listed amongst its aims for
secondary education ‘belief in human values, respect for our cultural
heritage and human rights’ and the European dimension in order to assist

pupils in acquiring European consciousness.

The entry of Cyprus into the E.U. has been one of the incentives for the
ongoing reform of the educational system. The 2004 Report of the
Committee for Educational Reform confirmed the ‘narrowly ethnocentric
and culturally monolithic character’ of the Cypriot educational system and
made recommendations for its restructuring. These included features of a
European school system which is ‘democratic’ and ‘inclusive’, respects
‘pluralism’, and ‘recognises differences’ and ‘multiculturalism’. The reform
should result in new curricula and syllabi per subject for three levels of

education: pre-primary, primary, and secondary (Euridice, 2009).

As immigration in greater numbers is a recent phenomenon, national
education gradually acknowledges changing needs for a new school
population and makes some efforts to adapt to it. In this way, the Ministry
of Education announces some novelties such as ‘an induction guide for the
new coming students’ in eight languages, the ‘addition of intercultural
elements to the new Curriculum’, and new ‘pedagogical material’ (Euridice,

2009).

2.4.6 PLURILINGUALISM AND EUROPEAN IDENTITY
The construction of the European Union has led to a need for forging a
European identity. As a supranational economic and political entity, the

European Union naturally concerns itself with the integration and
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identification of 500 million E.U. citizens with Europe. The construction of a
European identity is not explicitly assumed by national education systems,
but, at present, the E.U. chooses to promote European citizenship through
plurilingualism, which grants language education ‘a role in E.U. educational

thinking” (Byram, 2002: 44).

Plurilingualism is defined by the Common European Framework of
Reference [CEFR] (2001) as an overall communicative competence within
which varying degrees of competence in a humber of languages interrelate
and interact. With 23 official and working languages, the European Union
encourages language diversity expressed through a policy formulated in
1995 that promotes proficiency in three community languages, thus
learning the mother tongue plus two E.U. languages (European
Commission, 1995). The Council of Europe, which focuses on cultural
cooperation, has also formulated language education policies to promote
plurilingualism, linguistic diversity, mutual understanding, democratic
citizenship, and social cohesion (Council of Europe, 2005). Specifically, the
Language Policy Division and the European Centre for Modern Languages
(ECML) provide E.U. members with the opportunity to analyse their
language policy and practice, and to formulate and implement possible

future developments.

Foreign languages have long been promoted by Cypriot education with
compulsory courses. Pupils start learning English at age nine from grade 4
to grade 6 of primary education (2 teaching periods out of 35/week). A
second foreign language is now piloted in a few primary schools. In
secondary education, pupils continue with compulsory courses of English
but also French (3 periods and 2 periods respectively out of 35/week) for

the first four grades. During the last two grades, pupils may choose two
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foreign languages: English, French, Italian, German, Spanish, Russian, or
Turkish for 2 periods or 4 periods per week, according to the orientation of
their studies. In addition, official documents of the Ministry of Education
and Culture state that the new foreign language curriculum draws ideas
from the European Framework for Modern Language Learning and lists
‘intercultural competences’ amongst its objectives (Country Report,

Council of Europe, 2004).

However, the policy on plurilingualism seems to be deficient, as most
young people become somewhat fluent in English but are hardly interested
in other languages. Further, most parents resort to private lessons in order
to ensure that their children will learn English or more rarely a second

language.

2.5 CONCLUSION

This review outlined my personal, professional, and locational contexts in
an effort to elucidate the reasons which motivated my research and to
provide background information for my study. I have mainly focused on

the Cypriot context in order to enhance the understanding of my students

perceptions of otherness.

The ‘strong ethnic and religious ties with Greece’ (Zembylas, 2003: 503)
still define Cypriot educational policies and curricula. The on-going political
situation and division are not helpful in moving forward towards more
pluralistic practices because they justify the victimhood role promoted by
schools. This is not uncommon in divided societies (Northern Ireland,
former Yugoslavia, Israel...), where the education system serves to

consolidate, ‘if not to promote, the divisions’ (Shepherd Johnson, 2007:
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22). An education in nationalism forms defensive and insecure citizens who
perceive others in a binary logic of exclusion, with a strong sense of
opposition between us and them, where the self is idealised and the other

is demonised; ‘mixing with them’ ‘represents a danger of impurity

(Zembylas, 2007: 181).

There are, however, some encouraging signs which result from the
influence of E.U. policies and practices. The accession of Cyprus in the E.U.
marked the beginning of changes towards more democratic and inclusive
schools. As a member of the European family, Cyprus is driven to revise
its educational system in order to foster democratic values such as respect
for otherness, tolerance, and openness to cultural pluralism which are
central for the success of the E.U.: the creation of new bodies such as the
office of the ombudsman or the observatory on racial discrimination,
mobility programmes for students and teachers, and increased
opportunities for interaction with European peers all contribute towards

less insular attitudes and increased protection of citizens’ human rights.
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CHAPTER 3: LITERATURE REVIEW

3.1 INTRODUCTION

In this chapter, I review relevant literature in an effort to locate my study
within a wider theoretical framework. I discuss some of the theoretical
models which inform intercultural competence (IC): critical pedagogy (CP),
critical multiculturalism, and the cultural and the intercultural components
of Foreign Language Education (FLE). Finally, I address a reassessment of

FLE goals and practices in light of these theories.

In the first section, I review some of the concerns of critical pedagogy and
critical multiculturalism in order to illustrate how they give rise to a
reassessment of the goals and practices of foreign language education.
These theoretical perspectives are so vast that I selectively focus on areas
which are of most relevance to my empirical study and to foreign language
education: the purpose of educational institutions and the political role of
education and educators. I then try to connect these schools of thought to
foreign language teaching to examine their relevance to this type of
education. How can foreign language teachers relate to and apply these
theories in their practice? What can constitute critical classroom
pedagogies? These are some of the questions I address in this section.
Some concepts which are central to critical pedagogy, such as Freire's
conscientization and how it relates to reflection, are also examined in

chapter four.
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3.2 CRITICAL PEDAGOGY, CRITICAL MULTICULTURALISM, AND

FOREIGN LANGUAGE EDUCATION

3.2.1 SOME BASIC CONCEPTS OF CRITICAL PEDAGOGY

A central tenet of critical pedagogy is that, whether intentional or not, all
forms of education are political (Shor, 1992) and that all educational
decisions have ideological implications. Contesting neutrality in education
(hooks, 1993; Sleeter and MclLaren, 1995; Giroux, 2005), critical
pedagogy can be broadly described as education grounded in a desire for
social change (Sleeter and McLaren, 1995; Guilherme, 2002; Darder et al.,
2003). Refusing to view educational institutions as sites where a neutral
body of curricular knowledge is passed on to learners, critical pedagogy
considers them to be ‘cultural and political arenas where different cultural,
ideological and social forms are constantly in struggle’ (Pennycook, 1994:
297). It therefore aims to change both education and society, for the
mutual benefit of both. It holds a transformative view of the world by
refusing the status quo, the world as it is, which serves ‘the dominant
interests of global capitalism’ and ‘white hegemonic power’ (Phipps and

Guilherme, 2004: 2).

CP is a theoretical tradition which was inspired by critical theory and the
Frankfurt School of philosophy and social theory in the late 1920s; critical
theory was initially concerned with critical reappropriation and revision of
Marxism but was also informed by Freud’s work (Blake and Masschelein,
2003). Though it is difficult to identify the ideas of critical theory as there
are many lines of thought amongst the various thinkers affiliated with the
school, Horkheimer, Adorno, Marcuse, Fromm, Habermas..., all share a

‘critical stance toward society’, and a ‘strong ethical concern for the
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individual” while they reject diverse forms of oppression and social

injustice and strive towards a more humane world (op. cit.: 38-39).

Similarly, critical pedagogy, which was mainly developed by American
theorists from the beginnings of the 1980s, holds a deeply politicised view
of society and education and a concern with social justice (Darder et al.,
2003). Critical pedagogues have also built their work on previous
contributions of progressive educators, such as John Dewey or Herbert
Kohl (loc. cit.). Their main concern is to link education to democratic
principles and to transformative social action in classrooms as well as in
society. As a politically aware citizen aspiring to transform my teaching
practice into a more socially just one, I was drawn to this political
approach to education. Social justice is understood here as ‘a movement
towards a fairer, less oppressive society’ seeking the ‘good of individuals’

through the ‘right distribution of benefits and responsibilities’ (Griffiths,

1998: 89, 91).

3.2.1.1 Purpose of education: Educational institutions as

sites of cultural production and transformation

Although much of the work of critical pedagogues deals with schooling,
most of their critique can equally be applied to higher education. As my
study was conducted in a higher education institution, I am using the term
“educational institutions” which includes primary and secondary schools as

well as universities.

An essential theme for critical pedagogues is that of educational

institutions seen as sites of economic and cultural reproduction and social

inequality (Sleeter and McLaren, 1995). Bourdieu (1977) also referred to
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cultural reproduction to describe educational institutions as a system which
perpetuates social and economic inequities and legitimates the dominant
classes’ cultural values. Through a critique of capitalism, critical
pedagogues contend that problems associated with education are related
to the perpetuation of structures of ‘domination and exploitation’ (Darder
et al., 2003: 5). Particularly, Michael Apple wrote extensively of
educational institutions reproducing unequal power relations and linked
notions of cultural capital and reproduction of official knowledge in
education; power and politics are central in understanding educational
institutions which are part of society and fully participate ‘in its logics and
socio-cultural dynamics’ (Apple, 1996: 107). Hooks (2003) focuses on
higher education to deplore the silencing of working-class voices and a
lack of a debate on class issues in university classrooms. Hopeful about
the possibility of social transformation and a just society, critical
pedagogues envision educational institutions as places of ‘cultural
production’ and ‘emancipation of individuals’ who would be empowered to
actively participate in democracies which embrace cultural diversity
(Morrison, 2001: 280). Hence, a driver for this movement is the idea that
educational institutions can act as ‘a basis for the future of democratic

societies’ (Guilherme, 2002: 31).

Critical pedagogy does not view education in simple terms of classroom
methodology but goes much wider than educational institutions and is part
of the development of an emancipated citizenry. For Giroux (1983: 170)
the predominance of ‘culture of positivism’ allowed for analysis only of
questions of efficiency in teaching and learning, and not for questions
concerning issues such as the extent to which educational institutions

reproduce social ‘inequities in wealth, power, and privilege’.
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Critical pedagogues thus believe that educational institutions and
educators should be connected to wider society, that is to other
progressive social groups in order to create alliances and solidarity,
ensuring that the pedagogical is more political and the political more
pedagogical. They see the need to link pedagogical practices in educational
institutions with broader society by encouraging democratic behaviour so
as to prepare students for democratic conduct in society. Giroux and
Myrsiades (2001), for instance, deplore the market logic and
commercialisation of higher education which drive it away from its mission
and main purpose, civic education, towards vocationalism. Universities
should primarily be sites for the development of critical citizenship rather
than job-readiness. Barnett (1997) shares the view that higher education
ought to place criticality at its centre in order to enable students to
become critical beings and engage with critical thinking, self-reflection,
and action instead of narrowly concentrating on the transmission of
knowledge. Transforming society towards more equality by preparing
students to be active citizens and participate fully in a democratic society
is at the heart of critical pedagogy. This is perhaps of most relevance in
our days, with the preparation and development of free and democratic
citizens high on the agenda of educational authorities, especially among
European Union institutions, such as the Council of Europe. The same
applies to teacher education since one of its major goals should be to
prepare learners, at all levels of education, for informed citizenship in a

democratic society (Guilherme, 2002).

Grounding the politics of education within the larger society, Apple, Giroux,
and MclLaren are committed to the promotion of ‘critical democracy,
individual freedom, and social justice’ by the preparation of students to

become citizens who have the capacity to engage ‘in critical praxis for
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sociocultural betterment’ (Stanley, 1992: 208). Thus, struggling in

educational institutions ‘is struggling in society’ (Apple, 1996: 107).

The premise of critical pedagogy, that all forms of education are political
and ideological has been contested as extreme and compared to religious
dogmas. Claiming that ideology in teaching is omnipresent, whether
educators are cognisant or not, is basically ‘a form of displaced religious
faith couched in secular terms’ (Santos, 2001: 180). I however have long
believed that education and politics are inextricably intertwined. This
fundamental stance which guides my choices as a teacher-researcher
found an echo when I first read about critical pedagogy. Unable to espouse
Santos’ criticism, I do, however, take her words into consideration in hope

of avoiding dogmatism.

3.2.1.2 Teachers as social agents

Teachers can be viewed as “transformative intellectuals”. The term coined
by Giroux (1988), describes the active role that teachers can play in
transforming educational institutions and their students’ educational
experiences and lives. The term describes a person who ‘exercises forms
of intellectual and pedagogical practice’ which endeavour to insert
education ‘into the political sphere’ believing that schooling embodies
relations of power (Giroux and McLaren, 1986: 215). It refers therefore to
someone who is particularly concerned with social inequalities and feels

the need to engage critically with them.

Typically, educational authorities display little confidence in teachers’
ability to provide intellectual and moral guidance for young people (Giroux,
1988). The concept of transformative intellectuals attempts to reformulate

the dominant notion that reduces teachers to educational technicians
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merely carrying out ‘dictates and objectives decided by experts’ not
necessarily in touch with classroom realities. Viewing teachers as engaging
‘in transformative intellectual labour’ in the pursuit of change '‘in the
conditions of their own work’, but also towards the realisation of a free and
just society (Stanley, 1992: xiii) involves rethinking their role: they
become professionals committed to the empowerment of their students
who thereby empower themselves (Guilherme, 2002). When teachers are
seen as technicians it is implied that the “intellectual stuff” should be left
to academics (Stanley, 1992) whereas teaching ‘by its very nature,
involves rigorous intellectual pursuit’ (Freire, 2005: 4). These two
competing orientations have implications for curriculum development:
teachers can actively contribute to the shaping of the curriculum or simply
deliver to their classes a curriculum imposed on them. Separating
curriculum from instruction ignores teachers’ intellectual freedom and
professional expertise (Pinar, 2004). The technicist approach to teaching is
increasingly dominant as education becomes more market driven (Murray
and Lawrence, 2000; Giroux and Myrsiades, 2001) with consequences in
‘teacher professionalism, teacher development and teacher research.’
Teaching is seen here as a technical activity, assessed in terms of
performance, standards, and measurable outcomes while education is
considered to be serving market needs, a commodity in ‘social and
economical development’ (Burton & Bartlett, 2005: 6-7). Centralised
educational policies, curriculum control and restructuring can render
teachers less active in forming their identities and institutions, ultimately

devaluing their work (Smyth and Shacklock, 1998).

Positioning oneself as a transformative intellectual entails treating learners
as critical agents, utilising dialogue, and questioning the sources of

knowledge production and distribution in order to make ‘knowledge
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meaningful, critical and ultimately emancipatory’ (Giroux and MclLaren,
1986: 215). Teachers are defined as active community participants whose
role is to make their institutions democratic places where students can
debate, and learn how to function in real democracy (Giroux, 1988). Thus,
teachers can be agents of reform by empowering students to become
critical, active agents (op. cit.) and by viewing classrooms as democratic
public spaces of transformative interaction. This transformation will start in

the classroom and evolve outwards into the society where students dwell.

This perception empowers teachers and accords them a professional aura;
it calls on teachers to resist being mere transmitters of knowledge and
passive recipients of curricula imposed on them (op. cit.) and to see
themselves and their students as active participants in the construction of
knowledge. Education reformers often ignore teachers’ expertise (Zeichner
and Liston, 1996) while researchers seldom call on teachers as sources of
guidance (Delpit, 1995). However, teachers do possess the agency to
adapt assignhed curricula to their needs and values (Wideen et al., 2002)
and challenge curricular directives which they judge to be in disagreement
‘with their professional and ethical responsibilities’. They can omit or
emphasise parts of the curriculum by adding materials, activities or
personal comments in ways that satisfy them more (Reagan and Osborn,

2002: 87).

Teachers can also be viewed as “cultural workers” (Simon, 1992; Freire,
2005). As producers of culture with a critical capacity, they should struggle
with the dominant values in society and in themselves in order to assume
‘their political and cultural’ role and work towards social transformation
(Apple et al., 2001: 130). This concept also connects educators to a

community of other political and cultural workers committed to
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transformative projects in a variety of domains such as ‘writers, artists’,

‘environmental’ and *human rights activists’ (Pennycook, 1994: 304).

The idea that teaching can bring about social change is also found in
transformative teaching which draws on ‘feminist, critical and anti-racist
pedagogies’ (Matthews, 2005: 95). Though these pedagogical approaches
are rooted in different traditions they both aspire to work towards social
transformation by exposing inequalities and instilling critical awareness in
students (Ng, 1998). Encouraging learners to question rather than accept
dominant ideologies, the transformative teacher endeavours to alter
student ‘perceptions of the world” by both curriculum content and
pedagogical practices. Educators empower their students when they share
pedagogic authority with them: they involve students in decision-making
about ‘classroom structure, procedures and course requirements’, build
student understanding on their own experiences and real-life situations or

encourage collaboration with peers (Matthews, 2005: 99-101).

3.2.1.3 Students as active thinkers

Considered a prominent figure or even the founder of critical pedagogical
thought and practice (Nainby et al., 2004; Guilherme, 2002) Paulo Freire
has influenced educators striving to bring about change in their
classrooms, institutions and ultimately in society. A valuable Freirean
concept is the contrast between banking-education and problem-posing or
dialogic education. The banking concept of education only allows students
to receive, file, and store the deposits of knowledge (Freire, 1970). It is a
model of education that has been largely questioned but is still dominant
in Cypriot schooling as well as in higher education where the ‘lecture
format’ prevails (Matthews, 2006: 98); it is difficult to perceive any

attempt of transformation or innovation when students are reduced to
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docile listeners without being actively involved in knowledge production or
unable to connect education to their everyday lives. Teacher-centred
approaches do not foster the co-construction of meaning but the
acquisition of meanings constructed by teachers. Many learning theorists
(Dewey, 1938; Piaget, 1951; Vygotsky, 1978) have disapproved of this
top-down model, considering it alienating and unconnected to the

students’ lives.

Freire’'s conception of teacher-student interaction and of teachers’ ability to
communicatively engage students is fundamental to social transformation
(Nainby et al., 2004). For Freire, emancipatory education is never a simple
transmission of facts and information in a way that turns students into
containers, receptacles to be filled by the teacher. On the contrary, his
concept of dialogic teaching legitimates and values students’ knowledge as
they are no longer passive but ‘critical co-investigators in dialogue’ with

their teacher (Freire, 1970: 62). A Freirean critical teacher is therefore

a problem-poser who asks thought-provoking questions and who
encourages students to ask their own questions. Through problem-
posing students learn to question answers rather than merely to
answer questions. In this pedagogy, students experience education
as something they do, not something that is done to them.

(Shor, 1993: 26)

Using a constructivist framework, Freire pointed to education as a tool for
dialogue and consciousness-raising. The idea that learners construct their
own knowledge and contribute actively to their own learning is associated
with Vygotsky’s (1978) theory of social constructivism. Vygotsky gave ‘a

more socially interactive picture of the construction of knowledge’
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(Solomon, 2003: 56) and distinguished between bottom-up and top-down
learning experiences that intersect to produce children’s Zone of Proximal
Development. The adult enables children to do more than they would be
able to do on their own, a process eventually internalised by children and
leading them to ‘higher order thinking” (/oc. cit.). His theory of learning
emphasised learners’ active agency in the process of knowledge creation
and the importance of peer interaction in learning which influenced learner

autonomy theories (Fenner, 2006).

Claiming any contribution to social justice in education is impossible if the
traditional transmission model is perpetuated and the main stakeholders,
the students, are not given ownership of learning. If the focus is on
student empowerment, the starting point should be the acknowledgement
of ‘the cultural, linguistic, imaginative, and intellectual resources’ that they
bring to classrooms (Cummins, 2001: 653). During my intervention,
dialogic teaching was my eventual goal; I cannot claim that my teaching
reproduces Freire’s ideal but it is certainly an inspiring model I have been

striving towards since the beginning of my study.

Even if Freire was largely interested in adults living in oppressive
conditions (notably Brazilian peasants), his work is significant for teachers
like me who work with privileged students. For instance, the issue of
illiteracy can be extended metaphorically to those who fail to decipher the
world and ‘their lives in a critical and historically relational way’ (Freire et
al., 1987: 12). For Freire, literacy is ‘a form of cultural politics’ which
ultimately means a critical awareness of one’s context leading the
individual to a more active stance in society (Guilherme, 2002: 31). Based
on this reading, my endeavour was also to explore ways of raising

awareness about one’s privilege in order to bring about conscientization on
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the part of students who may have never considered ‘the predicament of
distant others’ (Allen Morrow and Torres, 2002: 144). Conscientization is
the development of a self-awareness that can ‘transform individuals’
experience of the world’ (Diaz-Greenberg and Nevin, 2003: 216) who will
eventually feel so concerned that they will take action ‘to change the
world’ (Freire, 1996: 183). These Freirean concepts have therefore been of

particular relevance for my research.

3.2.2 MULTICULTURALISM/INTERCULTURALISM

3.2.2.1 Issues of terminology

One of the basic assumptions I bring into my study is that people with
differing value systems and patterns of communication are often not well
understood by members of the dominant culture (Cushner, 1998); further,
I assume that most of my local students are ‘at the stage of
monoculturalism’, with limited contacts with culturally different persons,
which leads them to believe that there is only one correct perspective,
theirs, and that ‘variation is fundamentally deviant’ (Ramsey and Williams,
2003: 150). In my endeavour to enhance students’ intercultural
competence, I inevitably turned to the rich literature on multicultural

education.

My use of the terms multiculturalism and interculturalism calls for an
explanation. The terms multicultural, intercultural or cross-cultural are all
common in the literature. Multicultural education is preferred in North
America, whereas the term intercultural is more widely used in Europe.
Multicultural suggests that groups of many (multi) different cultures co-
exist in the same space; however, it may imply that people from a variety
of diverse backgrounds live side by side but without necessarily interacting

with each other (Bailly and Filiod, 2000). Inter in intercultural expresses a
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relationship and implies that different people and groups are not only
present in an educational environment but also come into contact (op.
cit.). Damanakis (2006) points out that multiculturalism is a fact; it is what
occurs in life, while interculturalism is what we aim at, a ‘marriage’ [my
translation; original in Greek]. Cushner (1998) concurs with this position,
seeing in intercultural an expression of exchanges and cooperation
between groups and recognition that a real understanding of cultural
similarities and differences is essential in providing a basis for
collaboration with others. He consequently concludes that intercultural
education is more proactive and action-oriented than multicultural
education. The European Monitoring Centre on Racism and Xenophobia
(EUMC, 2004) sees a finer difference in their use among the E.U. member
states: intercultural education fosters a better understanding of our own
and other cultures, whereas multicultural is often seen as an appropriate
response to prepare students for life in a multicultural society. I therefore
privilege the term intercultural that 1 use more widely in this account
without excluding the term multicultural, applied here as synonymous,

since it is present in the abundant American literature.

Today, multiculturalism has a central place in education and generates
discussions on social justice, democracy, and human rights (Bennett,
2001). Characterised by diverse and sometimes competing theoretical
approaches, and addressing issues of ‘diversity and difference, social
inequality and the need for social change’ (Appelbaum, 2002: 2),
multiculturalism may deal with more than racism and cultural pluralism:
gender equity, disability, sexual orientation, bilingualism, environmental
degradation, poverty, and consumerism are also included (Ramsey and
Williams, 2003). Critical pedagogy has influenced recent developments

which link ‘multicultural education with wider issues of socio-economic and
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political inequality’ (May, 1999: 3). This wide range of concerns - political,
social, cultural, moral, educational, or religious - is probably what creates
a tension in the principles that underpin multicultural education. Kincheloe
and Steinberg (1997) present five major perspectives: conservative,
liberal, pluralist, left-essentialist and critical multiculturalism. As a natural
consequence of my interest in critical pedagogy, I will here limit my review
to critical multiculturalism which is often understood ‘as a radical

alternative to liberal multiculturalism’ (Bennett et al., 2005: 227).

3.2.2.2 Critical multiculturalism

As I have tried to demonstrate previously, critical pedagogy aspires to
‘transformative social action in the interest of oppressed communities’
(Darder et al., 2003: 3), which inevitably includes a commitment against
racism and which in turn makes it a ‘partner with multicultural education’
(McLaren, 2003b: 170). Critical pedagogy and multicultural education are
‘mirror images’ in that they are both ‘educational innovations’ (Gay, 1995:
155) which ‘acknowledge and value’ cultural diversity and prepare learners
to become active members of a democracy by encouraging ‘critical
thinking, reflection, and action’ (Nieto, 2004: 355, 359). They both aim at
students’ empowerment, ‘critical knowledge, moral and ethical values’, and
action for educational and social change for a more democratic world (Gay,

1995: 157).

Sharing an intellectual alliance with critical pedagogy, critical
multiculturalism responds to a need to go beyond a superficial celebration
of cultural differences and inclusion of diverse cultures and to critique
power in its multiple forms. It attempts to offer an alternative to a non-
threatening kind of multiculturalism which is considered weak in

addressing structural inequalities (racism, white supremacy, capitalism).
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Critical multiculturalists address the effect of capitalism on the poor and
marginalised (Giroux, 1997; Kincheloe and Steinberg, 1997) and associate
multicultural education with wider issues of socio-economic and political
inequality. They also take an interest in political issues surrounding the
current organisation of modern nation-states which includes a critique of
the disparity in the distribution of power and social and political access
among different ethnic, cultural and social groups (May, 1999). Critical
multiculturalism therefore addresses the construction of a common
language and culture in modern nation-states and the public

representation of minorities.

A central tenet of critical multiculturalism is the project of social
transformation; it seeks social justice and equality by placing race, class,
and gender within the larger framework of social struggles and by
examining how inequality and injustice are produced and reproduced in
relation to power and privilege (Sleeter and MclLaren, 1995; Kubota,
2004). Critical multiculturalism thus places antiracism at its centre (Nieto,
2004; May, 1999). It studies the relation between dominant and
subordinate groups and it confronts racism by naming it and by focusing
on how membership in particular groups disadvantages certain students.
This explicitly antiracist perspective is reflected in the exploration of
discrimination in all areas: curriculum, materials, policies, and teacher-

student interaction (Nieto, 2004).

Another characteristic of critical multiculturalism is that it views culture ‘as
diverse, dynamic, and socially, politically and discursively constructed’
(Kubota, 2004: 38). This means that cultures are neither homogeneous
nor static, and that images we hold of other cultures are neither neutral

nor objective but are produced in political and ideological struggles of
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power. Pennycook (1994) for example points out the legacy of colonialism,
which created a dichotomy between the Self and the Other and images of

the culturally “superior” and “inferior”.

3.2.3 LANGUAGE LEARNING FOR SOCIAL CHANGE

The question which now arises is: How can I combine these constructs in
my context and in a way that they can work towards my personal, my
students’, and social transformation? I begin by exploring the ways in
which foreign language education can contribute to social justice and

change by looking at the ideological nature of FLT.

A central tenet of critical pedagogy and critical multiculturalism is the
rejection of value neutrality, whether referring to researchers, education,

or the concepts of language, culture, cultural beliefs and practices.

3.2.3.1 The ideological nature of language teaching

Pennycook (1994), in a book which echoes the doubts and contradictions I
often experience as a FL educator, challenges the neutrality of FLT. He
questions the prevailing assumption in English language education which
views the spread of English as natural, neutral and beneficial as well as the
notion that countries or individuals freely choose English, irrespective of
economic, political, and ideological constraints. This view, he remarks,
needs to be investigated as a particular discursive construct and language
professionals should start exploring the interests served by their work.
Language is therefore to be viewed within the wider frame of society,
culture, politics, and economy. Since a language is never neutral,
Pennycook argues that language teaching practices are equally non-

neutral, but are also involved in cultural politics. They reflect a particularly

54



Western view of education based on a narrow set of teaching and learning

circumstances which disregards the variety of educational contexts.

It is indeed difficult to accept a view which reduces FLT to a set of
techniques, disconnected from cultural realities or ideological orders. My
claim that education is never neutral inevitably includes FLT. Pedagogical
choices are not innocent: they represent ideological orientations, ‘in a set
of tacit assumptions about what is real, what is good, what is possible, and
how power ought to be distributed’ (Berlin, 1988: 492). In the same line of
thought, Prodromou (1988: 74) explains the ideologies behind language
teaching as the reflection of teachers’ attitudes to society and the
educational practice which are expressed in ‘power relationships’, of the
way authority is viewed in the classrooms and ‘by extension in society’. In
the same way, syllabi can be seen as standing for particular ideologies
(Candlin, 1984 cited by Pennycook, 1994). What we choose to teach, how
we teach it, and how we relate to students all reflect our ideological

assumptions about education and society.

In an article which is of particular relevance to my study, Benesch (1993)
highlights the political dimension of English as a Second Language [ESL]
writing. She refutes Santos’ (1992) position that ESL composition is
primarily descriptive and pragmatic, and thus aloof from ideology
(Benesch, 1993) by pointing to a growing body of literature that takes into
account the sociopolitical context of ESL teaching and learning. Drawing on
the work of first language (L1) and second language (L2) educators
(Cummins, 1989; Apple, 1990; Auerbach, 1991; Shor, 1992), she concurs
with the critical pedagogy tenet that L2 composition is, like all teaching

and research, ideological and that the fact that some educators,
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particularly in FLE, do not acknowledge their ideology does not make them

politically neutral.

It is preferable that the social, political and ideological aspects in language
and language teaching and learning are dealt with explicitly. Byram and
Morgan (1994: 177) argue in favour of the link of political education to
FLE. Though political education may connote indoctrination they suggest
an interpretation of the term which can describe ‘the critical understanding

of native and foreign cultures’.

3.2.3.2 Why should foreign language educators engage with

the critical?

Luke (2004: 25) gives a number of reasons that justify the need for
language teachers’ engagement with critical pedagogies: traditional
student bodies of language programmes have historically been objects of
colonial and imperial power, which is the case of many of my students,
both Cypriot and international; second language educators, especially
TESOL, serve a ‘transnational service industry which produces skilled
human resources for economic globalisation’; the identity politics and
dynamics of power within the TESOL classroom in so many countries
usually involve social relations between teachers and students that
reproduce larger social and economic relations. This, he concludes, turns
TESOL into a pedagogical site and institution for educating the racial and

linguistic other.

Luke’s and Pennycook’s views on the politics behind English teaching assist

me in making sense of the contradictions I sometimes feel about teaching

the language(s) of the powerful. At times I wonder whether I contribute to

56



cultural imperialism of colonialist countries and the economically powerful
(Britain, France or the U.S.A.). This feeling is more present when I teach
culture or come across cultural practices in textbooks which seem to
solidly represent cultural imposition. My fear is that I may be
unconsciously portraying the English and French languages as the passport
to westernisation, sending the underlying message ‘you should be aiming
at imitating Westerners’. Hence, the intercultural focus in the syllabus I
elaborated for my study; it is a way for me to escape this cultural
imposition by viewing and representing these languages as global, not
solely belonging to native speakers but as a means to communicate with
the rest of the world. It is a form of subtle resistance and a process of
appropriation (Canagarajah, 1999). Thus, critical pedagogy increases my
understanding of how these languages are socioculturally and
sociopolitically framed and provides me with the tools to struggle against

power relations embedded in my subject matter (Norton, 2004).

3.2.3.3 In search of critical classroom practices

It is clear that critical approaches to language education require
commitment to social justice, and equality (Norton, 2004) and that critical
FL pedagogies aspire to support social change. Stephen May (1999: 4)
explains that, though multicultural and antiracist education have been
criticised for failing to successfully link theory, policy and practice and may
historically have been under-theorised, they can at least be applied in
educational institutions. In this way, he adds to a repeated critique of CP
for failing to implement theories in real contexts and classrooms because it
presents a theory which is ‘of little relevance to either policy makers or

practitioners’.
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Clearly critical pedagogy refuses to outline teaching techniques (Kincheloe
and Steinberg, 1997), but two of its dimensions are of significance to FLE
and to my study:
o teaching materials: curriculum development around issues of social
justice, and
o pedagogical practices: dialogical relations and increased curricular

control of students

Since critical pedagogy aims at bringing social change towards a more just
society, it is also interested in a pedagogy which integrates ‘larger
sociopolitical realities’ (Sleeter and MclLaren, 1995: 223). The main
concern of my implemented syllabus was specifically the creation of
teaching materials which exposed students to social justice issues so as to
develop their sensitivity to cultural diversity and their critical thinking
skills. Hafernik et al. (2002) emphasise that this type of material
represents one dimension of social justice pedagogies in FLE and that it is
part of a teacher’s moral responsibility to include them in the curriculum.
They explain that ignoring important social issues because they are
political is a political decision in itself but that it would be unethical to try
to indoctrinate learners to one’s own political positions; teachers’ aim
should be to expose learners to issues and assist them in thinking critically
and reaching their own conclusions through materials and activities which

can lead to meaningful discussion and writing.

Along the same lines, Nieto (2004) states that to be antiracist means
making explicit the antiracism and antidiscrimination parts of the
curriculum and teaching students skills to confront racism. Tatum (2003)
also recommends breaking away from the familiar and safe ground of

neutrality or silence for which we pay a price as a society.
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It seems, though, that providing learners with information is not enough
and that connecting awareness to action is necessary. Tatum (1992: 21)
notes that raising awareness about racism without also raising awareness
of the possibilities for change ‘is a prescription for despair’. This is in line
with a central critical pedagogy precept, social transformation, which can

only be achieved through action.

Moreover, Adams et al. (2007) underline the importance of affective
learning and recommend the balance between the cognitive and emotional
components of the learning process. The affective component of learning is
the second dimension of critical classroom practices described by Hafernik
et al. (2002: 6) as the way ‘classroom participants treat each other (a
classroom atmosphere of mutual respect and tolerance)’. It also points to
the Freirean contribution which views learners as active thinkers and as
constructors of knowledge as well as to dialogical relations between

teachers and students.

3.2.4 CONCLUSION

Investigating critical pedagogy has assisted me in establishing a
relationship between pedagogy and politics and further defining the
ideological frameworks I bring into my study. Critical pedagogy highlights
the political aspects of teaching and views educators as political agents.
Teachers do not live in a world devoid of ideology, racism, or social
classes; their educational decisions are political and have social

implications.

This position echoes deeply in me; however, I do not separate educators

into two categories: those who choose to struggle against injustice and
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exclusion and those who perpetuate the status quo. I rather believe that
some of our decisions, unconscious or not, do reproduce cultural and social
inequities and it is part of our responsibility to critically reflect on these
decisions and practices and change them. Critical pedagogy represents for
me the utopia I can strive towards, of creative and meaningful teaching, of
respectful and honest relations with my students and of the will to guide

them towards more awareness of social injustices.

3.3 THE CULTURAL AND INTERCULTURAL DIMENSIONS OF FOREIGN

LANGUAGE TEACHING AND LEARNING

3.3.1 INTRODUCTION

A basic stance that motivated my study is that intercultural learning is
inherent in language learning (Kumaravadivelu, 2007). Does this entail
that aiming at linguistic mastery is sufficient to develop learners’
intercultural competencies? Is successful communication only about
acquiring a linguistic code? Since a language also reflects cultural values
how does the FL teacher deal with them? Is teaching cognitive elements of
the foreign culture sufficient to meet intercultural objectives? Does
knowledge about another culture encourage tolerance and can it lead to
unprejudiced communication? If intercultural competence is to be included

in FLT aims, how should teachers approach it?

The intercultural component of FLE inevitably leads me to briefly review its
cultural component and address the debate which is troubling FLE theory:
teaching language vs culture and more recently teaching culture vs

cultural or critical cultural awareness.
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3.3.2 THE CULTURAL COMPONENT OF FOREIGN LANGUAGE EDUCATION
3.3.2.1 Teaching language vs culture

FLE should include the teaching of the culture of the target language
(Kramsch, 1993). Elements of the target culture are expected to be
included in textbooks (Cortazzi and Jin, 1999) or these are reflected in the
documents studied. But what exactly is the relationship between culture

and language, and how does FLE treat this connection?

Since the 1990s large sections of linguistics — anthropological linguistics,
sociolinguistics and research into intercultural (language) communication
— have stressed the close relationship of language and culture (Risager,

2007).

According to Kramsch (1998: 3) language expresses cultural reality (it
reflects its speakers’ experience, attitudes, and beliefs), it symbolises
cultural reality (speakers view their language as a symbol of their
identity), and it embodies cultural reality ‘through all its verbal and non-

verbal aspects’; speakers therefore use language to create experience:

...the way in which people use the spoken, written, visual medium
creates meanings that are understandable to the group they belong
to, for example, through a speaker’'s tone of voice, accent,
conversational style, gestures and facial expressions.

(loc. cit.)

The close bond between language and culture was expressed by Agar
(1994: 28) with the term “languaculture”: ‘Culture is language, and
language is loaded with culture’ . However, this tendency to simply identify

language and culture is criticised by Risager (2007), who questions their
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inseparability and emphasises the complexity of their relationship which, in

her view, lacks comprehensive analysis.

FLT has become increasingly aware that a language can rarely be taught
without including the culture of the target community (Byram et al., 1994;
Hinkel, 1999; Lange and Paige, 2003; Corbett, 2003; Fenner, 2006).
However, FLT tends to treat the cultural component separately from
language and teacher guidelines often refer to teaching the four skills
(reading, writing, speaking, listening) plus culture (my emphasis;
Kramsch, 1993) indicating not only a separation between language and
culture as a well-established feature of FLE but also a hierarchy which
views culture as secondary to language acquisition. This, Valdes (1986)
asserts, is the predominant view of ESL teachers who view the integration
of culture teaching as interfering with the teaching of the four basic
language skills while Cortazzi and Jin (1999) affirm that culture is often
ignored in ELT curriculum design and evaluation. Lazar et al. (2007) also
emphasise that language learning and teacher education still largely focus
on the acquisition of grammatical and lexical competence though it is
acknowledged that fluency alone is not sufficient to communicate

successfully with people from other cultures.

Even though interest in culture teaching has grown in the last thirty years
(Corbett, 2003), FLE still tends to grant a marginal part to culture treating

it ‘like a second cousin’ (Lange and Paige, 2003: xi).

However, if

language is seen as social practice, culture becomes the very core

of language teaching [and] cultural awareness... both as enabling
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language proficiency and as being the outcome of reflection on

language proficiency (Kramsch, 1993: 8).

A number of scholars (Valdes, 1986; Byram et al., 1994; Doyé, 1996;
Hinkel, 1999; Fenner, 2006; Risager, 2007) advocate this integrative view
of language and culture and recognise that language teaching cannot be

separated from the teaching of the target culture(s).

3.3.2.2 What aspects of culture to teach?

The reluctance of FLE to deal more systematically with culture can be
partially explained by the challenge that the concept of culture represents.
The very definition of the term culture is nebulous and complex as ‘culture,
like language, is dynamic, changing to meet the needs of the people it

serves’ (Reagan and Osborn, 2002: 76).

The fact that ‘cultures are fluid and mobile’ (Phipps and Gonzalez, 2004:
62) gives several definitions and views of culture (Hinkel, 1999), posing
the problem to teachers and curricular planners of how to approach it and

which themes or topics to include.

Kramsch (1998) explains that one (social, synchronic) view of culture
focuses on behaviours and values of the members of the same discourse
community while a second view is diachronic and takes a more historical
perspective: it sees culture as the result of shared history and traditions
and studies the representations of a social group and its material

productions over time (art, monuments, media...).

These seem to be the views of culture which are generally adopted by FLT

since it tends to focus on topics around history, geography, literature and
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the fine arts, cultural values and customs, or daily life (Paige et al., 2003).
Fenner (2006: 41) distinguishes between different levels of education
when she states that higher levels of education are mainly interested in
‘history, geography, institutions and literature’ whereas lower levels of
education emphasise everyday life: ‘home, school, and spare time.” The
distinction between small c culture (daily life) and capital C culture (arts,
literature and intellectual traditions) is conventionally made in FLE (Steele,
2000); this facts-oriented approach is criticised as ‘inappropriate’ or even
‘damaging’ (Byram and Feng, 2005: 917) as it ignores that culture is ‘a
social construct, a product of self and other perceptions’ (Kramsch, 1993:
205) and represents the risk of creating and reinforcing stereotypes
among learners (Byram and Feng, 2005; Lange, 2003; Starkey, 2005).
Despite the good intention of encouraging tolerance towards the bearers of
the target culture, learners tend to perceive them as a homogeneous

community with strange behaviours (Damen, 2003).

Kramsch (1991: 218) notes that a prevailing model in FLT simplistically
addresses “the four Fs”: ‘foods, fairs, folklore, and statistical facts’. Holme
(2003: 18-21) goes further by detailing five principles which guide the
introduction of culture into the language curriculum:

o the “communicative view” consists of giving students language to
quickly use in specific contexts and culture is rarely introduced if
only for the purpose of enhancing language skills;

o the “classical-curriculum view” sees culture as enhancing ‘the
intellectual value of the language’, a rationale derived from the
teaching of Ancient Languages, which were viewed as instilling in
learners ‘principles of logical thought’;

o the “culture-free-language view” arises from a sense of danger of

‘cultural contamination implicit in the learning of a dominant
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international language’ and leads to neutering the cultural influence
of the language or contextualising it to the students’ own region
and culture;

o the “deconstructionist view” considers that language learning
necessitates an ‘understanding of implicit meanings’ and that
deconstructing linguistic structures (e.g. prepositions) enhances
insights into the target culture;

o the “competence view” treats culture as vital for fully
understanding the nuances of a language, thereby reflecting that
FLE should encompass ‘a sustained and ethnographically structured

encounter’ with the target culture.

The first three views, Holme affirms, consider culture as secondary or even
unrelated to ‘successful language learning’ whereas the last two treat

language and culture as complementary and ‘in dynamic interaction’.

FLT commonly views the teaching of culture as ‘transmission of
information’ about the country and its people, in a didactic manner
(Buttjes and Byram, 1991: 118). ‘'In the world of transactional discourse’
(the transmission and reception of knowledge) ‘the foreign language is

used to transmit and receive information’ about the foreign culture

(Kramsch, 1993: 242).

The cultural information is often translated by ‘facts and figures about the
history, the society, the culture of the country’ (/oc. cit.). If a FL teacher
chooses this approach, the information transmitted should at least
consider variations within national boundaries in the same way that
language teaching should expose learners to varieties of a language. ‘The

national paradigm’ which prevails in FLT should equally be problematised
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(Byram and Risager, 1999: 145) as it does not acknowledge that all
cultures are diverse (McKay, 2002). In a more recent work, Risager (2007)
explains that the nationalisation of languages and the dominance of the
nation state in FLT emerged in the second half of the 19" century; this
resulted in a narrowing on a single country seen as representative of a
language (e.g. Spain for Spanish). This approach is particularly

problematic in the case of international languages.

3.3.2.3 The cultural dimension of a world language

When a language is spoken in several countries or regions, which is in fact
the case for many languages, English, French, Spanish, Arabic,
Portuguese..., the task becomes more complex for teachers who have to
decide which country’s culture to consider as the target culture. It is not
uncommon that the country where the language first emerged is taken as
the main reference for cultural information; for instance, in the textbooks I
have used over the years, France is privileged at the expense of
Switzerland, Belgium, and Canada where French is spoken by a part of the
population or countries where French is the official language such as Ivory
Coast or Senegal. In the case of English, the international language par

excellence, the problem becomes more acute.

For McKay (2002: 24) a language is considered international not just when
it has a large humber of native speakers but when it has developed so that
it is no longer connected to only one culture or country but it ‘serves both
global and local needs as a language of wider communication’. Kachru
(2005) contests the myth that English language learners around the world
learn English to interact with native speakers by asserting that they mostly
use English to interact with each other. This ‘shift towards English as

lingua franca (ELF)’ affects the essence and aims of ELT (Decke-Cornill,
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2003: 60): ‘the teaching and learning of an international language must be
based on an entirely different set of assumptions than the teaching and
learning of any other second or foreign language’ (McKay, 2002: 1).
McKay questions the aim of ELT to lead learners to native-like competence
and suggests that a theory of English as an international language (EIL)
teaching and learning recognises the variants of English within
‘multilingual communities’ (op. cit.: 125). Naturally, this has implications
for the area of culture teaching as well: EFL-teaching must expand ‘its
geographical scope and include non-mainstream cultures’ ‘apart from the
UK and the USA’ (Wandel, 2003: 72-73) since a culture of no particular
country can be considered the target culture (McKay, 2002). EIL should

rather place at its centre intercultural interactions (op. cit.).

When designing the syllabus for my study I adopted a similar stance: an
international language ‘belongs to nobody, or rather to everyone who -
using and sharing it - creates it’ (Decke-Cornill, 2003: 70). I tried to
establish a ‘sphere of interculturality’ (Kramsch, 1993: 205), and create
what Kramsch (1993) calls a ‘third place’ or ‘third culture’: a new reality
where learners are at the intersection of L1 and L2, C1 and C2 - their
native culture and the target culture - and ‘construct their personal
meanings’ (op. cit.: 238) which help them gain insights into their own and
other cultures. Hence, learners are enabled ‘to take both an insider’s and
an outsider’s view on both their first culture (C1) and their second (C2)’

(Kumaravadivelu, 2007: 132).

3.3.2.4 Cultural knowledge vs Cultural awareness

An answer to the dilemma of ownership of an international language lies in
moving beyond teaching cultural information and aiming at the

development of cross-cultural awareness. In fact, the terms cultural,
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intercultural and cross-cultural awareness are all found in the literature,
inevitably given the variety of disciplines interested in the concept (cross-
cultural  psychology, anthropology, socio-linguistics, intercultural
communication and education, business studies, cultural studies...). Each
discipline area tags the terms ‘with different assumptions and meanings’
(Roberts et al., 2001: 31) but it would be more useful here to clarify the
difference between the terms cultural awareness and intercultural
competence, to which I extensively refer. Byram (2000b: 161) considers
cultural awareness to be ‘a more general, non-technical term’ prone to
various interpretations whereas intercultural competence refers to and
replaces ‘the concept of communicative competence, and therefore

includes a SKILLS dimension’.

Cultural awareness fills a gap in FLE as it focuses on a successful
interaction between people of different cultural backgrounds. Based on the
assumption that mere knowledge about a culture is insufficient for gaining
insight into intercultural encounters, FLT should rather foster student
reflection on how this knowledge might have an effect on their interaction

(McKay, 2002).

Thus, increased knowledge about the target community does not
necessarily modify prejudiced attitudes. Several researchers point to the
insufficiency of culture teaching as mere transmission of knowledge and to
the need for an intercultural perspective (Kramsch, 1993; Steele, 2000;
McKay, 2002) so that learners ‘interpret and compare the -cultural
practices of the other society’ to theirs ‘without an ethnocentric
perspective’. FLE needs to move beyond “knowledge about” to “empathic
understanding of” (Steele, 2000: 200) and students must be encouraged

to become tolerant of differences.
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An alternative approach to culture teaching lies in viewing culture as a set
or a system ‘of principles of interpretation’ and ‘the products of that
system’ (Moerman, 1988: 4). This definition sees culture as a ‘framework
of assumptions, ideas, and beliefs that are used to interpret other people’s
actions, words, and patterns of thinking’ which can only be ‘subjective and
taken for granted’ (Cortazzi and Jin, 1999: 197). At the same time, it
draws attention to the affective component of learning as opposed to the
cognitive component (Byram, 2000b). For Steele (2000) emotions are
essential in clarifying attitudes and there is a need for critical analysis of
attitudes of indifference and hostility towards the other culture(s). This is
particularly relevant to the Cypriot context as explained in chapter two, as
there is a prevailing anti-British sentiment largely rising from the past
British rule, the presence of British Sovereign bases on the island and the
Cyprus problem. The Cyprus problem has also given rise to anti-American
feelings which also need to be clarified within the English language

classroom.

For me, an intercultural approach to language teaching and learning does
not mean excluding culture from the curriculum and de-ethnicising or de-
culturalising a language (Loveday, 1981 cited by Corbett, 2003). It is
rather about broadening the scope of language education in order to
include non-Western cultures in the curriculum content (Guilherme, 2002)
but mostly the learners’ own culture (Byram and Feng, 2005). Cultural
self-awareness should lead learners to changing their perspective, to
decentring and reflecting on their own culture, thus relativising prior views
of themselves and their culture which were considered self-evident (Byram

et al., 1994).
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Hence, more than the learning of cognitive elements about the target
culture, FLE feels concerned with mutual acceptance, and therefore the
relationship between speakers. Research on culture teaching and learning
has become increasingly interested in learners’ tolerant attitudes towards
other cultures as well as in the extent to which studying other cultures

enhances reflection upon one’s own culture (Lantolf, 1999).

3.3.2.5 Critical cultural awareness

The concept of critical cultural awareness goes one step further by
integrating politics into FLE. Since education is never neutral, neither is
FLE which has a ‘political role to play’; consequently FL teachers assume
‘social and political responsibilities’ (Byram and Feng, 2005: 915). Byram
(1997: 35) uses the term to stress the need for a reflective and analytical
stance towards one’s culture in order to appreciate the other’s ‘meanings,
beliefs and behaviours’ and the ‘ways in which they have been formed’. He
places politics at the centre of his intercultural communicative competence
(ICC) model (Byram and Feng, 2005) and assimilates critical cultural
awareness to savoir s’‘engager which ‘explicitly enables learners to
question, to analyse, to evaluate and, potentially, to take action, to be
active citizens’ (Byram, 2008: 146). Byram (1997) believes that it is
crucial to include critical cultural awareness in FLT educational objectives.
Similarly, Tarasheva and Davcheva (2001: 46) believe that critical cultural
awareness ‘with respect to one’s own country’ is now regarded as a main
purpose of language and culture teaching. Critical reflection, which is a
form of metacritique, since it allows one to be critical about one’s own
critical thinking (Guilherme, 2002), is suggested as a vital strategy to

develop this kind of awareness (Phipps and Guilherme, 2004).
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Guilherme (2002: 225), drawing on critical theory and postmodernism
theories, but mostly on critical pedagogy, argues more explicitly in favour
of the political dimension of language and culture teaching. She proposes
three components for educating ‘critical citizens and educators’ in FLE:

1. the infusion of ‘meaning and purpose’ to ‘cultural contents’ by
promoting critical cultural awareness with the aid of ‘Human Rights
Education and Education for Democratic Citizenship’,

2. an interdisciplinary component that consists of ‘Cultural Studies,
Intercultural Communication, and Critical Pedagogy’, and

3. pedagogical strategies for critically studying foreign cultures that
function in relation to various geopolitical levels, ‘local, national as well as

|II

global and to “existential” references’: ‘beliefs, values and attitudes’.

3.3.3 HOW IS FLT CONCERNED WITH INTERCULTURAL COMPETENCE?

The objectives of FL teaching and learning can therefore no longer be
limited to the sole acquisition of linguistic competence but should also
include communicative and intercultural communicative competence
(Sercu et al.,, 2005; Lazar et al., 2007). The Common European
Framework of Reference (CEFR) (2001) implies intercultural competence
when it points to the need for development of ‘general competences’:
declarative knowledge (savoir), skills and know-how (savoir-faire),
existential competence (savoir-étre), and ability to learn (savoir-
apprendre) which should improve the ability to relate to otherness. ICC
can therefore be considered one of the central aims of foreign language
education (Guilherme, 2002; Byram, 2008) in order to enable learners to

communicate with people from different linguistic and cultural worlds.
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3.3.3.1 Definitions of intercultural competence

Intercultural competence has been defined by numerous scholars during
the last fifty years but there has been no agreement on its definition
(Deardorff, 2009). The complexity of the concept is reflected in the variety
of its definitions. One of them speaks of the ‘individual’s ability to
communicate and interact across cultural boundaries’ (Byram, 1997: 7).
More elaborately, it expresses ‘the willingness to engage with the foreign
culture, self-awareness and the ability to look upon oneself from the
outside’ (Sercu et al., 2005: 2). In order to interact with cultural others
without conflicts or misunderstandings, one therefore needs ‘to step
outside’ one’s own framework (Bennett, 2009: 122), to take a distance
and observe oneself as an outsider; a better knowledge of the self leads to
a better understanding of others and vice versa (Alred, 2003). ‘To enter
other cultures is to re-enter one’s own’ (Phipps and Gonzalez, 2004: 3).
Byram (1997) calls this the ability to decentre. For Meyer (1991: 137) IC
identifies ‘the ability to behave adequately and in a flexible manner when
confronted with actions, attitudes, and expectations of representatives of
foreign cultures’ stressing that adequacy and flexibility imply an awareness
of cultural differences. In short, it is the ability to have a harmonious
interaction with people of different cultures. This presupposes that we are
able to see a relationship between different cultures, to focus on
commonality and not only on differences; knowing that we share beliefs
and values with social groups in other countries can play a significant role
here (CEFR, 2001). Similarly, it involves a critical understanding and
awareness of our ‘own and of other cultures’, of the way our perceptions
have been determined by our culture, instead of believing that they are
natural (Byram, 2000 a.: 11). Developing one’s IC implies that we cease
to believe that our way of being is “normal” and that we become aware

that ‘culture is not universal’ (Fennes and Hapgood, 1997: 62), that our
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values, lifestyles, or patterns of behaviour have been shaped by our

culture just like everybody else’s in this world.

Michael Byram (1997) introduced the term of intercultural communicative
competence (Guilherme, 2002) making the distinction with intercultural
competence which defines the ability to interact in one’s own language
with people from other cultures while ICC describes the ability to do so in a
foreign language. Though Byram’s work has significantly influenced my
empirical study, I will be using both terms: the more generic term
intercultural competence widely used by theorists of various disciplines
and intercultural communicative competence which specifically refers to

language teaching and learning.

The concept of ICC has resulted from successive definitions of FLT

objectives which I now briefly review.

3.3.3.2 From linguistic competence to sociolinguistic
competence

The history of language teaching reflects the evolution of increased
understanding of the nature of language with attempts to integrate new
insights into methods and objectives (Byram, 1997). Until the 1950s the
sociocultural context of a language was ignored by FLE which considered
that the acquisition of skills in grammar and phonology were sufficient
(Brggger, 1992). Reading, writing, speaking, and listening were, and still
are, listed as the four language skills which language learners need to
develop in order to ensure linguistic competence. It was only in the second
half of the 20" century that FLE took an interest in the context and the
relationship between speakers (Doyé, 1999). The realisation that oral

proficiency and literacy skills were not sufficient and that there was a need
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to use language in real communicative contexts led to the integration of
communicative competence and of sociolinguistic competence, which has
been defined as the awareness that language forms are determined by the
setting, the relationship between communication partners, and the

communicative intention (van Ek, 1986).

3.3.3.3 From communicative competence to intercultural
communicative competence

The concept of ICC as an extension or an essential part of communicative
competence integrates the ability to cope with one’s own cultural
background in interaction with others (Beneke, 2000 cited by Lazar et al.,
2007) so as to become fully capable of communicating in L2 (Us6-Juan and
Martinez-Flor, 2006). The significance of this construct is acknowledged at
present in language teaching theory and is the outcome of a progression of

discussions amongst researchers.

The concept of communicative competence (CC) was elaborated by a
succession of theorists as an integral component of FLT. Hymes (1972)
first introduced the concept of CC as a reaction to Chomsky’s (1965)
notion of linguistic competence, which focused only on knowledge of
grammar rules and the ability to form sentences correctly. Hymes defined
CC as the grammatical knowledge and the grasp of social rules needed to
interpret messages in order to participate in a speech community. His
concept of competence did not include only knowledge but also the ability
to use this core knowledge. Communicative competence assumes that
learning words and grammatical structures may turn us into fluent
speakers but ‘communication is a lot more complicated’ because ‘words
have social as well as referential meaning’ (Bratt Paulson, 1992: 113). The

construct therefore involves the interlocutors’ negotiation of meaning.
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Canale and Swain (1980) developed their work from Hymes to define a
model of CC within which they included sociocultural competence defined
as cognition of social factors, cultural norms and other pragmatic
information that influences choice and sequence of language forms. Van
Ek’s contribution to the elaboration of the concept is considered very
important. He emphasised (1986) that FLT is not just concerned with
training in communication skills, but also with the personal and social
development of the learner as an individual and he presented six partial
abilities of communicative competence. Van Ek’s definitions of the six

competences have been summarised by Byram (1997: 10) as follows:

Linguistic competence: ‘the ability to produce and interpret’ meaning
formed in agreement ‘with the rules of the language concerned’
Sociolinguistic competence: ‘the awareness’ that our ‘choice of language
forms’ is determined ‘by setting, relationship between interlocutors,
communicative intention, etc.’

Discourse competence: ‘the ability to use appropriate strategies’ to
construct and interpret texts

Strategic competence: ‘communication strategies’, such as rephrasing ‘to
get our meaning across’

Social competence: familiarity with differences in social customs, empathy
and motivation to communicate with others

Sociocultural competence: the ability to function in several cultures which
supposes some familiarity with the sociocultural context in which a

language is situated.

The last constituent, sociocultural competence, was critiqued and further
refined by Byram and Zarate (1997a) on the basis that van Ek’s definition

assumed that language learners should learn the language spoken by

75



native speakers and required that they are familiar with the native
context; this implied that there is just one native context whereas this is
not the case for many languages used in different societies. Byram (1997:
8) also reacted to Hymes’ emphasis on sociolinguistic competence judging

4

that it is misleading to suggest that FL learners ‘should model themselves

on native speakers; this, he stresses, ignores the importance of learners

‘social identities and cultural competence’ in cross-cultural interactions.

3.3.3.4 The native speaker model

Hence, Byram (1997: 3) has distinguished between communicative
competence, with its focus on exchanging information and intercultural
competence, which depends on the ‘ability to decentre’ and accept the
listener’s or reader’s perspective. He has also added to the criticism of the
long-held assumption in FLE that learners should aim to imitate native
speakers; this inevitably places language learners at a disadvantaged

position as they will never attain native capacity.

Others have also challenged the dominance of the native speaker model,
as an ideal which is inaccessible and difficult to define (Kramsch, 1993;
McKay, 2002). Canagarajah (1999) and Pennycook (1994) criticised the
notion that learners are not able to resist the hegemony of the native
speaker model which is considered as a politically suspect one because it is
unattainable (Pennycook, op. cit.; Corbett, 2003; Byram, 2008). Aiming at
imitating the context of native speakers with its conventional meanings
deprives language learners of their autonomy and agency (Pennycook,

1994).

In the particular case of English language, the native speaker model has

dominated ‘for most of the history of ELT’ (Corbett, 2003: 26) and up to
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the present (Decke-Cornill, 2003: 60); aiming at near-nativeness implies
that ELT has to prepare learners for interactions ‘with native speakers of
standard English’ which entails a contradiction: ‘the expansion of English is
officially justified because of its international scope while its teaching
remains locked into a nationalist, culture-specific tradition’. Even the claim
that native speakers should set a model for linguistic competence to help
maintain intelligibility among all speakers of English has been contested
(McKay, 2002). It is argued that since its internationalisation has given
rise to several standards, unifying norms will likely emerge and one goal of
EIL teaching is to ensure that the speakers of English understand each

other (op. cit).

The CEFR (2001) states that language learners should not be regarded as
individuals who abandon their social identity in favour of another, but as
social agents whose whole personality and sense of identity are respected
and enriched through the experience of otherness in language and culture.
Moreover, in the case of some popular foreign languages such as English,
French or Spanish it is difficult to decide who represents the native
speaker as these languages are spoken in a number of countries with very
different social identities. These ‘pluricentric languages’ produce different
standards which makes it ‘neither possible nor desirable’ to impose a
single model (Kachru, 2005: 163). It is thus clear that FLE cannot aim at
imitating a restrictive and normative model of a native speaker

(Guilherme, 2002).

The term “intercultural speaker”, coined by Byram and Zarate (1997a),

provides an alternative for this constructed abstraction and amends the

hierarchical relationship between native speakers and foreign language
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learners. Most of all, it allows FLE to place educational objectives within a

broader view of society.

3.3.3.5 The intercultural speaker

The concept of the intercultural speaker goes beyond the traditional role of
FLE which focuses on the knowledge of the target culture. Meyer (1991) is
one of the scholars who identified this deficiency, arguing that traditional
language teaching concentrates on differences between mother country
and foreign country (countries) on a cognitive level but does not

systematically allow the students to act in cross-cultural situations.

Here, the outcomes of FLE are redefined as the ability to see how different
cultures relate to each other in terms of differences and similarities and to
be able to interpret and understand the perspective of others as well as to
question and decentre from one’s own perspective (Byram and Zarate,
1997 b). Persons with the ability to take a double perspective by relating
two sets of values, beliefs and behaviours are called intercultural speakers.
The competent intercultural speaker can be seen as being proficient in
both languages and able to mediate successful interaction between
members of the home and target cultures (Lambert and Shohamy, 2000).
Language learners are thereby conceived as cultural mediators who cross
frontiers, carrying their local identity with them (Byram and Zarate, 1997
b). The assumption is that acquisitions ‘in the context of one language can
be re-invested’ when learning a new language and that intercultural
competences can be transferred into new cultural systems (op. cit.: 242)
despite the speaker’s lack of familiarity with them. The knowledge of
different languages and cultures and of ‘shared rules of interpretation’ can
be applied to new contexts to make sense of the world which enables

plurilingual/pluricultural people to easily move between discourse
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communities (Kramsch, 1998: 27). The intercultural speaker is therefore
described as a person who ‘has knowledge of one or, preferably, more
cultures and social identities and has a capacity to discover and relate’ to
people from new contexts, for which he/she has not been prepared (Byram
and Flemming, 1998: 9). Guilherme (2002) draws connections between
intercultural speakers and Giroux’s (1992) idea of border-crossers who can
fashion new identities combining the universal with the particular and
feelings of belonging with feelings of detachment. Phipps and Gonzalez
(2004: 90) have expanded the notion of the intercultural speaker to the
one of ‘intercultural listener’, thus emphasising the idea of communication
as exchange and that the aim of FLE is to develop ‘interculturally critical

beings’.

As a teacher of two foreign languages, I concur with the transferability of
linguistic and cultural competences from one language to another; it is
also apparent to me that the more a person is exposed to other cultures,
the more he/she is likely to interact effectively across cultures. The
intercultural speaker model evidently represents progress compared to the
native speaker model. Nevertheless, I am not certain that it is an
attainable or realistic model, which was the basic criticism of the native
speaker model. Is it possible that a person treats respectfully and
favourably all cultures, and that all encounters are free of any bias? Are
there not always cultures which are more foreign to us than others, and
cultures towards which we are more negatively predisposed? The potential
of intercultural learning for changing students’ beliefs and attitudes has
not remained unquestioned. Kramsch (1993) has emphasised the
difficulties in determining if and when the affective aims of intercultural
learning have been achieved. Cryle (2002: 30 cited by O’'Dowd, 2003:

119) also questions the realism of focusing on the affective aspects of
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intercultural learning which may be ‘an unhelpfully distant goal’. In my
view, the intercultural speaker model rather represents an ideal we can
aim at with sustained effort throughout our lifetime. The individual’'s
gradual development is posited by Bennett's (1993) developmental model
of intercultural sensitivity (DMIS), which suggests that a person moves
through different stages from ethnocentrism to ethnorelativism in his/her
acquisition of IC: from denial, defense, minimisation (ethnocentric stages)
to acceptance, adaptation, integration (ethnorelative stages). In a more
recent text, Bennett et al. (2003: 248-252) reiterate and explain these

stages:

Denial: Here, cultural differences in other people are not identified and if
they are, cultural others are perceived as ‘less human’ than the self.
Defense: One’s own culture is experienced as the only true culture. Others
are perceived in stereotypical images as less real than the self.
Minimisation: Individuals at this third and final stage of ethnocentrism
minimise cultural differences as they believe that universal values apply to
all human beings and still lack cultural self-awareness.

Acceptance: The first stage of ethnorelativism acknowledges and respects
behavioural and value differences since people become aware of their own
cultural contexts but do not necessarily accept all cultural differences.
Adaptation: Here individuals ‘are able to shift their cultural frames of
reference’ by integrating other cultural beliefs and behaviours to their own.
They experience intercultural empathy and adapt their behaviour to the
target culture.

Integration: Other cultural frames of reference have been integrated into
one’s identity; people are ‘no longer at the center of any’ culture which

‘can be a profoundly alienating experience’. FLE can therefore contribute to
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learners’ intercultural sensitivity and help them move through the above

stages.