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Abstract 

Our article presents a series of concepts connected to competence-based education and teaching intercultural 

competence with a view to highlighting several important characteristics of competence, such as: it is 

contextual; it involves a life-learning process; it is an ideal set of knowledge, skills and attitudes which must be 

learned. Referring to the field of foreign languages, the components of the communicative competence have 

acquired new dimensions, among which the most debatable is the cultural element. We shall present an 

interesting terminology associated with the cultural competences in the history of teaching French, with a 

view to identifying the most recent denominations and definitions of various cultural competences. The article 

also consists in presenting the findings of a research which aimed to identify the perceptions of foreign 

language teachers on the most relevant teaching objectives, methods and content related to intercultural 

competence. Data were collected based on a series of interviews and a questionnaire addressed to university 

professors who teach foreign languages. The findings show a tendency to practice listening comprehension 

and spoken production, from an intercultural perspective, as it suits the students’ need to acquire oral 

communication skills for working in multicultural professional environments.  
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Introduction: The Focus on Competence in Contemporary Education  

The teaching of competences is a modern preoccupation of all educational systems, including 

ours. The modern education is centered upon teaching-learning competences, and a certain set of 

competences is assigned to each curricular subject. In education, the concept of competence was 

borrowed from the professional field, where ‘a competent person’ means one who has specific 

knowledge in a certain field of activity and who can apply it in his/her professional assiguments. 

As a broad definition, competence means a set of knowledge, attitudes and behaviors which 

allow one to adequately solve a task. 

Several authors (Manolescu, Cucoş, Meyer) define competence in connection to another concept, 

that of “performance”, highlighting that performance is associated with the ability to perform tasks 

in real life. Thus, competence becomes an ideal set of knowledge, skills and attitudes which can be 

used in a given context; the adequate use of competences learned leads to performance. 

A comprehensive definition is offered by C. Cucoş, who emphasises several fundamental 

characteristics of competence: 

-the difficulty of measuring competence; 

-its acquisition in time as a lifelong-learning competence; 

-the impossibility of applying-using it in all contexts. 

 

Competence is a dynamic, flexible reality, which is difficult to be captured and measured. We 

cannot argue that a competence has been completely acquired and for goods. From the fact that 

a pupil can make the agreement between the subject and the predicate in general, we cannot 

infer that he/she will be able to make it in all other further situations. In certain situations 

he/she might make mistakes (Cucoş 92). 
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The dependence of competence upon context is also mentioned in the official definition of the 

National Agency for Qualifications in Higher Education and Partnership with the Social and Economic 

Environment (ACPART), as written in the Monitorul Oficial : “competence is the proven capacity to 

select, combine and adequately use knowledge, abilities and other acquisitions (values and 

attitudes), with a view to successfully solve a certain category of work and learning situations…” 

(25). One of the key words in this definition is ”adequately”, which refers not only to the learning 

process, but also to the adequate use of the learning content in real tasks. In this way, learning 

becomes a resource, used to put all the learned knowledge and abilities into practice. 

In our contemporary world we are witnessing a change of paradigm in the educational system 

towards competence-based teaching and learning. Still, we should not understand that this is a 

radical change of perspective; education has not abandoned teaching knowledge. On the contrary, it 

has added new dimensions, since competences include learning knowledge, among other aspects. 

Competence-based education is associated with active learning, by which the student becomes 

involved, co-participant in the educational process. What is particularly important is the fact that the 

student becomes responsible for his/her own learning progress. In the field of foreign language 

teaching, there has been a long-established debate on teaching intercultural communication 

competence, which according to ACPART, is a transversal competence. This responsibility and the 

engagement in the teaching/learning process required from the student are also the key to the 

successful acquisition of the intercultural communication competence. In our opinion, a competent 

person in the field of intercultural communication is one who acquired a set of specific knowledge, 

abilities, attitudes and behaviors as a result of the process of learning in formal, non-formal and 

informal educational contexts, which are adequately used in dealing with real intercultural 

communication tasks. 

The mutual understanding and respect in intercultural interactions can be ensured by self-aware 

and responsible persons, willing to interact and to exchange ideas in a tolerant manner. Ignorance, 

self-centrism, disengagement, lead to negative attitudes which can only be hurdles to cooperation 

and positive attitudes. 

 

Diversity as a Teaching Objective 

In our present society there is a significant focus on acquiring linguistic skills, but also on learning 

specific attitudes and behaviors which could facilitate mutual understanding among persons of 

different nationalities. The policies of the European Union referring to plurilingualism and 

multiculturalism promote intercultural education based on teaching attitudes of tolerance and 

openness before diversity. 

As of the years 1990, along with the rising of the debates about intercultural communication 

competence, researchers have talked about a change of paradigm in teaching modern languages. In 

this context, along with the occurrence of the intercultural perspective, the communicative 

approach has acquired new values. This perspective has brought a shift in the main aim of teaching 

modern languages, from developing linguistic and socio-linguistic competences in order to resemble 

the native linguistic model, to acquiring the intercultural speaker’s competence of mediation 

between cultures. 

The cultural diversity found at educational level is an extraordinary source of progress and 

innovation as regards the didactic methodology but also, the pedagogical communication. This 

diversity should be valued and used as a resource so that academic results could appear and, along 

with them, the student’s/teacher’s satisfaction. 

Effective communication is always dependent on context and, since culture is part of the context, 

communication is rarely separate from the cultural element. Thus, we agree that learning a foreign 

language cannot be separate from learning the target culture. It becomes important that the 

international students should become aware of their own culture and of the other cultures; 
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otherwise, the messages in the foreign language could be interpreted according to their own cultural 

framework and this fact could lead to misinterpretations and ineffective communication. 

American older studies showed that the intercultural communication competence is inborn, as 

Chomsky viewed it, but more recent debates conclude that this competence can be learned and its 

structure comprises three aspects: cognitive (knowledge), affective (attitudes and motivation of 

respect for diversity) and behavioral. 

The concept of communication competence has acquired a new dimension in recent educational 

research – the intercultural one. The intercultural communication competence is structured in the 

works of the Council of Europe (M.Byram, 1997) and it is structured into five cultural components 

(”savoirs”) and three linguistic components. The five cultural ”savoirs” refer to: attitudes (curiosity, 

openness, trust in one’s own culture), knowledge, skills of interpreting and relating (skills of 

interpreting a document/event from another culture, of explaining it and relating it to other 

documents/events from one’s own culture), skills of discovering and interacting (ability to acquire 

new knowledge regarding a foreign culture and to operate with it), critical awareness of the culture 

(ability to evaluate critically, and based on explicit criteria, one’s own culture and other cultures). As 

we can notice, from this extensive structural definition of intercultural communication competence, 

it involves positive attitudes towards otherness including openness, curiosity and trust, as well as 

skills of interpreting, interacting and critical thinking. 

 

The Relation between Language and Culture in Teaching Modern Languages 

The debate on competence in the field of teaching foreign languages started with Noam 

Chomsky, but he mainly took into account the linguistic competence. The author uses the concept of 

“universal grammar” to refer to the complexity of the linguistic structures and mechanisms which 

are universal and inborn, which allow us to recognize certain events and stimuli, as linguistic 

experiences. The reflection on the communicative competence continues by outlining the 

conceptual pair “linguistic competence” versus “communicative competence”. The conceptual 

duality was brought to public attention by Dell Hymes’ studies in the 1970s. If, for Chomsky, the 

linguistic competence is an inborn skill, for Hymes it is a dynamic construct, a skill which allows for 

interpreting and building messages, negotiating meanings in specific contexts. 

As of 1980, the place of culture becomes important and the communicative approach to teaching 

foreign languages brings about the interest in the influence of the cultural factors in verbal 

interactions. Thus, the 1980s mark the interrelation between culture and language which has been a 

constant preoccupation of philologists until nowadays. 

As a result, different authors use concepts which comprise references to both language and 

culture, such as “languaculture” (Karen Risager and Claire Kramsh) coined by the linguist 

anthropologist Michael Agar in 1994, or terms in French such as ”languescultures” (languages-

cultures) used by the French language methodist Christian Puren. The essence of a culture is found 

in the language which, at its turn, reflects the socio-cultural experience of a community. 

The chronological evolution of the cultural element in teaching foreign languages is presented by 

Christian Puren, with reference to teaching French. From his point of view, the different cultural 

competences had different names according to teaching objectives and social needs. Therefore, he 

mentions the following chronology of the cultural competences: the transcultural competence (19th 

century), metacultural (1900-1910, 1920-1960), intercultural (1960-1970, 1980-1990), pluricultural 

(1990-present), co-cultural (2000-present). The transcultural competence is defined as an ability to 

recognise and share the universal values from the classical literature, which could be taught by 

reading and translation activities. The metacultural competence involves the ability to identify and 

put into practice cultural knowledge starting from authentic documents. It could be developed by 

speaking, reading and documentation activities. The pedagogical view on the intercultural 

competence is related to the concept of cultural representations and the ability to manage them 

successfully in interactions with members of other cultures. The author advises on using teaching 
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activities such as simulations, role-plays and discussions. The pluricultural competence refers to the 

ability to understand the others and to adopt common behaviors in culturally diverse societies. The 

teaching activities recommended by Puren are purely communicative and refer to language 

functions: rephrasing, summarizing and interpretation. The last competence, the co-cultural, one is 

defined as the ability to work with the others on common projects and activities, and to share 

values. In this respect, Puren recommends the pedagogy of projects. Although we appreciate the 

author’s contribution to the study of the evolution of teaching culture, we believe that these 

competences cannot be excluded on a temporal basis; we consider they are particular or are 

contextualized facets of the cultural competence. 

Other authors (Pretceille), offer us a more dichotomist perspective on the cultural competence, 

when she talks about the difference between cultural and intercultural competences. In her view, 

the cultural competence focuses on the acquisition of cultural knowledge, whereas the intercultural 

competence refers to interlocutors’ ability to recognize the cultural element in a cultural exchange 

and to engage in a negotiation process which implies identity transformations. On the one hand, the 

cultural perspective views language and culture as separate entities. In this perspective, revealed 

and learned culture can be by studying cultural texts. On the other hand, in the intercultural 

approach, culture is perceived as a continuum, as a dynamic concept by means of which people 

perceive reality. Students are presented the cultural elements from different perspectives and 

understandding culture means to be able to see the matter from all its angles. Moreover, the 

intercultural approach involves reflections on one’s own intercultural experiences and knowledge, as 

well as acceptance of different points of view and skills of interpreting attitudes, ideas and cultural 

events. 

An intermediary position, which connects the cultural and the intercultural approaches, is 

presented by Vincent Louis. He uses the prefix “inter” in brackets- “(inter) cultural” which clearly 

creates a bridge between the two perspectives. The author explains that starting with the 1990s 

there have been attempts at redefining the cultural competence as a component of the 

communicative competence. Today, he argues, we can see the transition from “cultural” to 

“intercultural” as an abandonment of the focus on cultural knowledge and a concentration on the 

processes which allow the learner to construct it. As a result, what once has been called “cultural” 

has now become “intercultural”. 

We believe that teaching  the intercultural communication competence does not involve 

developing other type of competences, but it is a recent approach to teaching the communication 

competence in foreing languages, given the multicultural context of our society. 

 

Research Methodology and Findings 

As teachers and researchers, we are asking ourselves what teaching objectives, methodologies 

and content could be used in the language classroom so that students could acquire the necessary 

skills and, especially, the adequate attitudes in order to communicate effectively in a multicultural 

environment, in a relatively short period of time. As we have mentioned, learning and developing 

the intercultural communication competence is a life-long process, and it is related to all the three 

types of education: formal, non-formal and informal. Some of the professors interviewed in our 

research argue that, due to the limitations referring to an estabilished curriculum and to the amount 

of time available for the English language classes, the introduction of an intercultural perspective 

poses some problems. 

Our research is based on qualitative research (focus-group) with exploratory role, in which six 

academic teaching staff, from various Romanian universities, participated. The main aim of the focus 

was to identify the teachers opinions on the teaching objectives, methods and content involved in 

developing their students’ intercultural communication competence. The data collected from this 

focus-group were used as a basis for designing a questionnaire. 
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The second phase of our research consisted in administering the questionnaire to 30 foreign 

language teachers from technical universities (The Polytechnic University of Bucharest, the Technical 

University of Civil Engineering of Bucharest). The data that we collected allowed us to interpret them 

quantitatively (by statistical processing procedures) and qualitatively. 

The questions of the questionnaire were divided into three sections: teaching objectives for the 

intercultural communication competence, teaching methods and, finally, teaching content/topics, 

which are suggested to be used for the development of this competence. 

By studying the statistical means, we could notice that the teachers’ choices regarding the 

objectives refer to: cultivating a positive attitude towards diversity (to be flexible and open to other 

cultures); acquiring knowledge about the target culture; and the students’ ability to understand a 

message, by taking into account the cultural reference of the interlocutor. Attitudes can be acquired 

by constant feedback, which helps students adjust their behavior and reactions to the context of 

communication and to the interlocutor’s cultural frame of reference. In this respect, we suggest 

activities such as: problem-solving, critical incidents and projects. Also, the use of the European 

teaching tools, the European Language Portfolio and the Autobiography of Intercultural Encounters, 

could help them register their own intercultural experience and reflect upon it. Knowledge about a 

target culture can be learned by the use of authentic teaching materials, such as newspapers, flyers, 

tikets, videos, listening activities, the internet, et cetera. Students’ ability to understand a foreigner’s 

cultural framework means for us awareness of both his/her own culture (customs, mentality, life 

style, knowledge of stereotypes) and the interlocutor’s culture, as well as understanding that 

cultural differences do not divide people, but are a positive aspect, which should be valued. 

Among the teachers’ suggestions regarding the teaching methods, there are debates and 

conversations, methods based on cooperative learning (teamwork, pair-work), teaching methods 

based on involving students in the real world (the ethnographic method), methods of indirect 

exploration of reality (simulations, role-playing). The choice of the teaching methods suggested by 

the respondents (oral communication, group work, direct/indirect exploration of reality) leads to the 

idea that teaching intercultural communication competence requires a direct/indirect connection to 

the society. This corresponds to the most recent debate on the role of language learners as 

ethnographers, who can discover and research culture by themselves. 

Due to the large number of intercultural topics in communication, which cannot be covered in a 

language course, we have asked our respondents a question referring to the selection of a more 

adequate content for teaching a language form an intercultural perspective. Their answers are 

grouped around the following three key choices: greetings and addressing people; traditions and 

customs; and degrees of formality. Thus, language is once again connected to culture, by this 

selection of topics. 

In general, the role of developing the intercultural competence is as important as developing the 

linguistic competence, and the teachers’ choices reflect a focus on listening comprehension and 

spoken production. The research refers to the teachers’ interest in selecting the relevant and the 

most adequarte objectives, content and methods, in order to address their students’ need to 

communicate effectively in a foreign language in a multicultural enviromment. 

 

Conclusions 

Cultural and intercultural competences are not interchangeable concepts, as intercultural does 

not refer only to cultural knowledge, but it involves specific attitudes and behaviors as well; the 

intercultural communication competence requires the adequate use of cultural knowledge in a 

specific context of interaction, reflection upon one’s own intercultural experience and how this 

affected his/ her cultural identity. 

The ’intercultural’ plays an important role in teaching foreign languages nowadays. It is an 

umbrella concept, which covers many concepts and theories from different fields of research and 

study. Although critical voices agree that it is either a superficial or an idealist concept, it is worth 
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using it in teaching foreign languages, since this field is defined by otherness which is present, in its 

complexity, in our everyday lives. 
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