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Abstract:

The study of intercultural communicative competences (ICC) in the exercise of teaching a foreign
language has turned into a vibrant line of research in recent years. It is relevant to promote ICC in
English classes to develop awareness, acceptance and respect among members from other cultures
and backgrounds, especially on the context of current migration waves around the world, due to the
impact of globalization and internationalization in education. Scholars have been talking about inter-
cultural competences and their importance: why it is worth reflecting on their inclusion of ICC in the
EFL classroom and the way they are conceived, as well as their contributions to the human being’s
development.

This paper focuses on a literature review of the definition of intercultural competencies and the con-
ceptions of some scholars who have hardly worked on them and made contributions for teachers of
English. Due to the strong relationship between teaching a foreign language and intercultural com-
municative competences inthe EFL classes, it is relevant to clarify the notion of culture, intercultural
competence and intercultural communicative competence; all of these concepts are presented in
order to clarify their impact in the classroom.
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LA IMPORTANCIA DE LAS COMPETENCIAS COMUNICATIVAS
INTERCULTURALES EN LAS CLASES DE INGLES EN EL CONTEXTO
DE LAS ACTUALES OLAS MIGRATORIAS

Ana Maria Santana?, Blanca Lucia Cely?

Resumen:

El estudio de las competencias comunicativas interculturales (CCl) en la ensefianza de una lengua
extranjera se ha convertido en una linea de investigacion vibrante en los Ultimos anos. Es relevan-
te promover las CCl en las clases de inglés para desarrollar conciencia, aceptacion y respeto entre
miembros de otras culturas y origenes, en el contexto de las olas migratorias actuales alrededor del
mundo, debido al impacto de la globalizacién e internacionalizacion en la educacién. Los académicos
llevan tiempo hablando de las competencias interculturales y de suimportancia; por eso, vale la pena
reflexionar sobre su inclusion en el aula de inglés como lengua extranjeray la forma en que se conci-
ben, asi como sus contribuciones al desarrollo de los seres humanos.

Este articulo se centraen unarevision de la literatura sobre la definicion de competencias intercultu-
ralesy las concepciones de algunos académicos que han trabajado fuertemente en ellas y han hecho
aportes para profesores de inglés. Debido a la fuerte relacion entre la ensenanza de una lengua ex-
tranjeray las competencias comunicativas interculturales en las clases de EFL, es relevante aclarar la
nocién de cultura, competencia intercultural y competencia comunicativa intercultural; todos estos
conceptos se presentan con el fin de aclarar suimpacto en el aula.

Palabras clave: cultura, competencia comunicativa intercultural, competencia intercultural, olas
migratorias.
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Introduction

At the present time, the world is becoming a
globalized society, due to the current cultu-
ral migrations, the widespread use of English
around the world, the technological era and
the people’s necessity to apply an internatio-
nal communication; it requires that individuals
possess certain competences to establish
cross-cultural relationships in order to develop
their intercultural awareness that enables in-
dividuals to discover and understand the diffe-
rent cultural manifestations around the world
and other people’s backgrounds. New genera-
tions are crossing cultural borders because of
spread of English as an international language
that demands people learn English as a require-
ment to access to better job opportunities.

Mastering English as a foreign language is one
of the competence required nowadays to build
cross cultural communication and purposeful
knowledge, between individuals and communi-
ties around the world. This fact has made that
in Colombia, as in many other countries around
the world, it has been implemented policies to
include bilingualism in education. In Colom-
bia, the Ministry of Education (MEN) has been
working for more than forty years on the imple-
mentation of curricular documents and laws to
accomplish this goal.

The bilingualism law by MEN delivered in 2015
is the most recent one. This law promotes lear-
ning English as foreign language in order to
support globalization processes by enhancing
individual's language competences. The adop-
tion of the Common European Framework
of Reference for Languages by the Council of
Europe (2001) into the bilingualism law gave
much importance to cultural aspects in foreign
language education (Reid, 2015). One of them
is to promote the intercultural communicative
competence (ICC) in the English classroom.

On the other hand, the current migration wa-
ves around the world make teachers increase
awareness |CC, because education is a social
experience in which people since their youth
are getting to know each other to improve and
enriching relationships with others, acquiring
and renewing the basis of theoretical and prac-
tical knowledge (Delors, 1996, p. 19). Educative
context constitutes the permanent opportunity
for human beings to advance and strengthen
their social and individual competencies.

Hence, learning culture is essential for life be-
cause human beings who interact with diffe-
rent cultures become an active recipient and
can build and strengthen personality, receiving
what the environment offers to cope with the
social relationships that people maintain. For
that reason, the main objective of learning a
language should not be defined as the acquisi-
tion of communicative competences; it means
the mere development of communicative skills.
Somewhat, it should be defined in terms of the
intercultural competence that implies linguistic
and social skills, knowledge and attitudes nee-
ded to communicate effectively and appropria-
tely inreal situations.

Meyer (1991) proposes the intercultural com-
petence as an ability to behave satisfactorily
when confronted with actions, attitudes and
expectations of people from other cultures
and languages supports. Others authors, such
as Byram & Zarate (1997) and Tarone & Swain
(1995), define ICC as the comprehension and
consciousness of the socio-cultural cannon;
ICC also refers to the receptiveness of the par-
ticipants of a speech community to model their
speech according to the context in which they
are immersed (Tarone & Swain, 1995).

In this way, intercultural dimension in teaching
a foreign language has become a special con-
cern for teachers and researchers. Over the
past few decades, there were important ad-
vances that have transformed the teaching
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performance; one of them is to recognize the
cultural dimension as a key component in the
curriculums. Based on this concern, different
studies have been carried out about intercultu-
ral communicative competence and its relevan-
ce nowadays.

It is important to clarify that in the develop-
ment of ICC learners should, first, explore and
understand their own culture and the featu-
res that make part of it such as: values, expec-
tations, traditions, customs, and rituals they
unconsciously participate in; then to be pre-
pared to reflect upon the values, expectations,
and traditions of other cultures with a degree
of intellectual objectivity. Straub (1999) also
applied into teacher ICC knowledge and practi-
ces. Abrams (2002) states that foreign langua-
ge teachers should help students to organize
their own cultural symbols and offer learners
opportunities to develop skills and promotes
cultural curiosity which is linked with ICC.

Although, researchers have studied the ICC
into the field of education and they found evi-
dence of some deficiencies in this area, not only
in Colombia, but also around the world. Barlet-
ta (2009, p. 143), for example, states teachers
have a limited notion of culture and culture
teaching and it is because they have miscon-
ceptions about the teaching of communicative
competence. In some cases, teaching culture
has occupied a secondary place in the English
classroom. However, it is required to integrate
language and culture to develop an assertive
development of communicative competence.

Intercultural communicative competence is a
key ability that must be promoted when foreign
learners are learning a language because |CC
encodes the main function of learning a foreign
language, which is performing speech and acts
indifferent scenarios without using ambivalent
language. The main component of having cul-
tural awareness is having tenderness of the di-
fferences between individuals and people from

other countries or backgrounds. So the inter-
cultural communicative competence encloses
cultural awareness and the consciousness of
the language in use.

On the other hand, the implementation of ICC
helps students to understand customs and be-
liefs of other cultures and improve values such
as tolerance and respect when they have to in-
teract with people coming from other cultures
or visit other countries and places with diffe-
rences, in manners and cultures. It also promo-
tes to value our own culture and make others
understand it and value it too.

There is not enough evidence about intercultu-
ral communicative competences and teachers’
practices in English classes in the context of
current migration waves based on the previous
studies findings. This overview confirms the
existing lack of awareness about the ICC in di-
fferent learning environments and its need to
be developed or reinforced. The information
presented in this paper provides a first attempt
to reflect on our teaching performance by
knowing how ICC promotes humanistic com-
petences and support learner’s developmentin
aforeign language.

Theoretical framework

This part includes the conceptual referents or
theoretical developments that conceptualize
the topic under the glance of different authors
and its corresponding definitions developed
along the time and how those areas have been
introduced into English as a foreign language
field in foreign language education in Colom-
bia. It includes the historical development of
the main concepts that are immersed into this
research. Concepts such as: culture (C), inter-
cultural competence (IC), communicative com-
petence (CC) and intercultural communicative
competence (ICC).
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An attempt to define culture

Culture has been part of human beings since
the beginning of the times. It allows commu-
nities to exchange knowledge in order to build
their behavioral patterns and their communi-
cation needs. It cannot be defined by a unique
point of view because there are different con-
ceptions of it, depending on the area of study,
participants and backgrounds in which it is im-
mersed.

Susan Wright (1998) in her work “The Politici-
zation of ‘Culture’ cited Tylor” defines culture
as a mosaic that includes beliefs, norms, va-
lues, costumes, and other skills and acquired
patterns an individual gets when is member of
the society. Also, Fowler (1986), cited by Clai-
re Kramsch (2001, p. 42), in his book Context
and Culture in Language Teaching, stating: “The
context of culture is the community’s store of
established knowledge that consists of structu-
res of expectations that allow people to make
sense of the world around them”.

According to other researchers, culture builds
visible and invisible patterns, obtained by beha-
vior and mediates by ideograms. It constitutes
the accomplishment of human groups, evolving
their archetypes in artifacts. The nucleus of
culture consists of traditional long-established
ideas and the fixed values and beliefs (Kroeber
&Kluckhohn, 1952; cited by Adler, 1997, p. 14).
In addition, Spencer-Oatey, (2008) provides a
newer definition of culture. He states:

Culture is a fuzzy set of basic assumptions and values,
orientations to life, beliefs, policies, procedures and
behavioral conventions that are shared by a group of
people, and that influence (but do not determine) each
member’s behavior and his/her interpretations of the

“meaning” of other people’s behavior.

Finally, another definition of culture can be
shown in the figure 1. There are many aspects
of what constitutes “culture”, as illustrated by
the Iceberg Model (Hall, 1976). It distinguishes

between the components of culture (surface
culture) and those that are not evident at first
sight (deep culture).

Figure 1. Iceberg model

VISIBLE CONDITIONS

—

WORLD VIEWS
ASSUMPTIONS

BELIEFS
ATTITUDES

PERCEPTIONS

VALU’,
Source: Hall (1976).

Bearing in mind previous information, there
are two main distinctions about culture. The
one called CMLA (music, literature and art of a
country) and the second one called CBBV (be-
liefs, behaviors and values). Those are the arti-
facts immersed in culture. Languages include
culture as a key point, because it is one of the
artifacts used by cultures to set effective com-
munication and interaction. It encodes cultural
knowledge known as the cultural set of values
and traditions of a specific group of people and
then this process is known as cultural learning,
for example, when soft skills are given as sub-
ject of study or brought to reflection during the
lesson.

Byram et al. (2002) lays some foundations in
this field by declaring that cultural learning is
kept by individuals their whole life. They carry
this cultural knowledge stained from one social
group to another which has their own beliefs,
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values and behavior (Paige et al., 2003). Re-
garding language education, it's exposed that
intercultural language has been considered to
fulfill cultural changes, acknowledging an inte-
rrelation between language and culture. Cul-
ture learning encodes the practice of acquiring
culture-specific and culture-general knowled-
ge, a set of beliefs, attitudes, skills and tradition
to allow individuals to portrait real interaction
and fruitful communication with others.

Culture changes and it is visible in daily life in-
teraction, being appreciable when individuals
expose themselves to contexts in which cul-
tural artifacts are challenged. When cultural
artifacts are challenged either by direct inter-
cultural experience or by learning experience
culture mutates and those mutations are also
culture learning actions. In such a manner, indi-
viduals cooperate consciously or unconsciously
to build communicative bridges between diffe-
rent cultures by getting cultural knowledge and
by being aware of others culture artifacts such
as traditions, values, beliefs, language and be-
havior.

Intercultural competence

As mentioned above, culture artifacts were and
are still used to build communication between
cultures and allow interaction with different
people in diverse contexts by keeping cultural
awareness and sufficient knowledge about it to
promote diversity. The mix and application of
those aspects of real life could refer to a spe-
cific competence individual obtain, develop get
through cultural encounters with others. This
competence is denominated as the intercultu-
ral competence.

This means that intercultural competence is
“a set of abilities in which people use to adapt
themselves to cultures and lifestyles to effecti-
vely communicate with others who are linguis-
tically and culturally different from oneself”
(Fantini & Tirmizi, 2006, p. 12). In the same ten-
dency, Unesco (2013) states that

intercultural competences aim at freeing people from
their own logic and cultural idioms in order to engage
with others and listen to their ideas, which may involve
belonging to one or more cultural systems, particularly if
they are not valued or recognized in a given sociopolitical

context. (p. 5)

To reinforce the idea that was mentioned be-
fore, the definition given by Byram & Zarate
(1997) of intercultural competence is:

The speaker’s ability to interact with people from diffe-
rent languages or countries drawing upon their knowle-
dge about their own culture and that of the others, taking
into account their attitudes of interest in otherness and
skills in interpreting, relating and discovering. (p. 38)

Authors such as Bennett (1998) explain the
steps people took before a complete develop-
ment of intercultural competences: 1) A strong
adherence to a single culture-bound view of
reality in people only views their culture as
valuable. 2) Confronting differences, in which
people tend to use stereotypes to refer to
others, assuming negative positions towards
other. 3) Seeing commonalities, people notice
the unfair positions they have assumed against
others and they start reflecting to change those
behaviors in order to accept others culture. 4)
Intercultural understanding, people recognize
other points of view and they get familiarized
with them by accepting them as inherent part
of culture. 5) Intercultural competence, at this
stage people develop the competence in which
they learn how to communicate with others wi-
thout judging their culture and promoting mul-
ticultural dialogues.

Since intercultural competence is used to pro-
mote dialogue between cultures in order to
build knowledge, values and interaction, it is
required to support the development of this
competence in today’s society to foster cultu-
ral diversity in a convoluted world; it is not suffi-
cient when accepting other’s differences as va-
lid. Likewise, to encourage a dialogue between
cultures is compulsory to develop communica-
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tive competences in which the cultural aspect
commands the generation of the intercultural
communicative competence to reach this aim.

Intercultural communicative competence
The intercultural communicative competence
(ICC) is defined by Byram & Zarate (1997) as
the comprehension and consciousness of the
socio-cultural aspects that not only cover the
use of language and it’s discourse. It is com-
plemented by Tarone and Swain (1995) as “the
receptiveness of the participants of a speech
community to model their speech according to
the context in which they are immersed”,

Other authors such as Bachman (1990) and Sa-
vignon (1983; cited in Jaramillo, 2015) define
the intercultural communicative competences
as

the speaker’s ability to interact effectively with people
from other cultures that he/she recognizes as being di-
fferent from his/her own. It is understood as the ability
to cope with one’s own cultural background in interac-

tion with others. (p. 14)

In this way, intercultural communicative com-
petence is tightly integrated with learning and
aims to integrate learning a language not only
to communicate but also support cultural ac-
ceptance to enhance diversity and enrich cultu-
ral expressions in different contexts of society.

Intercultural communicative competence en-
codes the main function of learning a foreign
language, which is performing speech acts in
different scenarios without using ambiguous
language, by having in mind the cultural aspects
immersed in a context to build cross cultural
communication and purposeful knowledge be-
tween individuals and communities around the
world. This is why Byram et al. (2002) classified
the differential factors in intercultural commu-
nication.

In recent times, some authors gathered defini-
tions and visions of what intercultural commu-
nicative competence means and how it can be
defined and its main components. Now, one of
the most recognize visions about it is the one
given by Deardorff (2006) and it proposes a
model of intercultural competence based on
the highest rated components of ICC given by
the experts and based on theory.

There are two distinctive appreciations of the
model. One is the pyramid model that shows
how maturing certain aspects of |CC are sus-
tained by dependent elements into the same
model. Starting from the bottom, mandatory
attitude with its skills and the corresponding
knowledge and comprehension required to fo-
llow a desired internal outcome which is causa-
lly linked with the desired external outcome as
shown in figure 1. They all conform the phases,
attitudes and skills that usually along the pro-
cess of developing/fostering ICC move from
personal level (attitude) to interpersonal/inte-
ractive level (outcomes) likely with the degree
of ICC that depends on the acquisition a de-
gree of those elements.

Last but not least, Alvino (2008) reflected on
the importance of learning and teaching in-
tercultural communicative competences: ‘It
promotes new communication strategies in
someone else’s terms, transforming one’s habi-
tual view of the world” (p.12). This author leads
learners to face or deal with how they percei-
ve, conceptualize and express the world being
aware of culture and persuading beneficial
mutations to old cultural constructs. To do so,
different means are used nowadays to support
this competence, as a clear example, technolo-
gy leads some cultural mutations because this
means modifies the way people interact and ex-
pose their cultures thought a variety of langua-
ges, setting through these a hybrid construc-
tion about others diverse culture.
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Concerns about the implementation of ICC
According to Canale & Swain (1980), with the
inclusion of the communicative approach in
English language teaching in the 1980s, the
teaching of culture is considered an especially
important aspect of language teaching and in
foreign language curriculum. This assumption
was done due to the fact that communication
involves the inclusion of values because stu-
dents might gain insight into the values and me-
anings of the foreign culture (Byram & Morgan,
1994).

In this context, De Mejia (2004) emphasizes on
the role of teachers because teachers are not
only in charge of teaching certain grammatical
structuresor large list of words. When teaching
a foreign language, teachers are also in charge
of helping their learners to go further and ac-
quire additional competences such as the cul-
tural ones because they mediate between both
cultures.

Somehow, teachers are the intercultural bri-
dge between two or more different worlds of
speech and views of language. Teachers need
to be capable to mediate between, learners’ in-
sights about a new culture and their own in the
EFL classroom. This interaction determines one
way or another how EFL learners interact with
others coming from other cultures that can be
encountered in the same EFL classes. Teachers
need to modify their vision of teaching in order
to contribute to cultural learning development
on their learners by being impartial through its
teaching practice; it is one of the main challen-
ges EFL teachers are facing today.

Barletta (2009, p. 143) states that teachers
have a limited notion of culture and culture tea-
ching. Due to teacher’s misconception in the
field of intercultural competences, the teaching
of culture has occupied a secondary place in the
English classroom. However, itis required toin-
tegrate language and culture in order to deve-
lop an assertive development of communicati-

ve competence. For that reason, it is important
to investigate the notion of ICC that teacher in
the close context has and the way they perform
its knowledge in the English classroom.

Relationship between language and culture
The relationship between language and culture
has changed in immeasurable dimensions and
it takes a wider degree of study and complexi-
ty. The purpose of any language learning is no
longer related to merely the acquisition of com-
municative competence in a foreign language.
It should go beyond. Consequently, teachers
are entitled to discriminate, value, portrait and
teach intercultural communicative competence
in English foreign language lessons in different
educational contexts.

To describe the nature of a teacher’s situation,
when teaching a foreign language, it is funda-
mental to set a context. In our country ICC is
relevant because of the introduction of the
Common European Framework of Reference
for Languages by the Council of Europe CEFR
(2001) into the Colombian bilingualism law,
which standards give much more importance to
cultural aspects in foreign language education
(Reid, 2015). On other hand, due to the immi-
gration movements that in Colombia have oc-
curred during the last decades, caused by eco-
nomic, political or social issues, the classroom
becomes a place of cultural convergence.

It is important to mention that in the real con-
text of EFL class in Colombia it is easy to find
people who are coming from several cultures
belonging to the same country and people co-
ming from Anglophone or other foreign cultu-
res as well. In the English classes, according to
my own experience, topics related to Anglo-
phone culture are included in the class activi-
ties, because it is relevant to know the context
of any foreign language to facilitate its unders-
tanding and because culture and language keep
a close relationship.
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Nowadays, culture and language are still requi-
redtobe asubject of study. Itisimperativetore-
flect on the way EFL lessons deal with teaching
practices and intercultural competence along
the English learning process. Barletta (2009)
suggests having a clear perspective and a no-
tion related to intercultural views of language
and also to develop the intercultural communi-
cative competence. The reason why this author
proposes this is because of the basic standards
of foreign language competencies in Colombia,
proposed by the Ministry of Education. Becau-
se this fact shows a dichotomy between what is
written on the standards and what is teaching
on EFL lessons regarding intercultural compe-
tence. Having an intercultural component in
the English classes reinforces the idea that it is
imperative to familiarize learners with the cul-
tural insight that a language has and make them
aware of the real situation they usually face in
their educative context.

With this context-dichotomy already explained,
the evidence gathered from different studies,
as the ones of Reid (2015), Gébmez Rodriguez
(2015), Hincapie and Guevara (2016), invite to
clarify if roles, beliefs and teachers’ practices
still affect students’ views, comprehension and
understanding of intercultural insights of a fo-
reign language.

Discussion

Itis necessary toreflect about teachers’ perfor-
mance and the development of the CCl and the
methodology it includes. Traditionally, English
classes are thought based on grammatical me-
thodologies, it would be necessary to review
the development and use of ICC in order to de-
velop critical thinking in students.

English textbooks usually include intercultural
resources such as readings, videos or audios,
however, we could reflect on how this informa-
tion is addressed, that is if students are led to
make a much more in-depth analysis of these

topics and make connections between the fo-
reign and own culture. On the other hand, it is
necessary to review our conception of culture
and intercultural competence and verify if we
only conceive intercultural competence when
we speak about behavior, traditions and cus-
toms of English-speaking countries. It is neces-
sary to bear in mind that in the classroom peo-
ple from different regions of the same country
also converge who still share the same langua-
ge but have different traditions and customs,
especially in big cities in the context of current
migratory waves.

The current curricular plans to teach English in
Colombia have included the promotion and de-
velopment of the intercultural communicative
competence as a vital tool to face global chan-
ges and new cultural phenomena. However,
the need to improve English curriculums that
still focuses the attention on developing the
linguistic competence over the social- cultural
competence.

As a clear example, the document called “Pe-
dagogical principles and guidelines suggested
English curriculum 6th to 11th grades: English
for diversity and equity (MEN, 2016) mentio-
ned that “students of Colombian schools are
seen as multidimensional and diverse beings,
who develop their personality and participa-
te in equal conditions in the teaching-learning
processes in English provided by the schools
and their environment” (p. 41), by adding ano-
ther postulate about growing intercultural
competence for students through the English
language as atool todoit.

MEN (2016) also affirms that “bilingualism
requires intercultural competences and any
subject who actively and dynamically partici-
pates in a learning process needs to work on
the strengthening of both, the mother tongue
and in English as a foreign language” (p. 41).
Additionally, the document exposed the reason
why the intercultural competence is crucial to
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support global citizenship and bilingualism in
students: “He shall use in different situations
and contexts to approach the new culture and
promote processes of respect and valuation of
diversity recognizing similarities and differen-
ces with his own culture” (MEN, 2016, p. 41).

Additionally, Hernandez & Samaca (2006) said
that thorough teaching culture in Colombia
students are could be able to increase toleran-
ce and respect by internalizing other cultures
to develop a critical understanding of diver-
sity and culture acceptance. Contrasting this
theory, Barletta (2009) asserts that bilingua-
lism does not provide any special guidance for
implementing intercultural practices, becau-
se the cultural aspect is not widely addressed
in the Colombian English Standards, better
known as guide 22, in spite of the evident cultu-
ral diversity in Colombia.

To conclude, intercultural competences must
be promoted in order to tackle possible cultu-
ral misunderstandings and develop awareness
among a community in general, it also helps to
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