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ABSTRACT

This paper discusses intercultural language teaching vis-à-vis English as a
global lingua franca. The discussion is based on a survey that was carried out
with international students enrolled in English Language Intensive Courses for
Overseas Students (ELICOS) programs in Australia. The research aimed to
gain insight into students’ cultural learning needs and their culture-learning
experiences in the language classroom. Fundamental questions about the goal,
the content and the methodology of teaching culture are discussed.
International students’ stereotypical views of Australians are also identified 
and presented.

Introduction
Globalisation, internationalisation and cosmopolitanism are key features of
contemporary social debate, and various forms of education mirror and
contribute to these debates (Davies, Evans and Reid 2005). The impact of
globalisation on language teaching is of particular interest (see, for example,
Block and Cameron 2001) and has attracted much academic attention. This
paper aims to contribute to this debate in the context of teaching culture to
international students in Australia.

Internationalisation is particularly evident in the field of Teaching
English to Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL). In the past couple of
decades Australia, along with other English-speaking countries, has seen a
dramatic increase in international students enrolling in intensive English
language programs, henceforth referred to as ELICOS programs. In
Australia the total ELICOS enrolments amounted to 79 418 in 2002 and
78 338 in 2003. Most students (80%) came from the Asia–Pacific region,
while European enrolments accounted for 13%, and Central and South
American enrolments accounted for 3% (English Australia 2004). This
process of internationalisation has resulted in unprecedented cultural 
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diversity in classrooms, which raises serious pedagogical issues for ‘trans-
national’ education.

The growing level of internationalisation and the resulting transnation-
alism brings cultural diversity to the ELICOS context and this process has 
a twofold impact on teaching and learning. On the one hand, culturally
heterogeneous groups pose challenges to language teachers, as students’
needs and learning styles differ. On the other hand, this diversity provides
opportunities for intercultural learning. This paper explores whether such
learning happens in ELICOS classrooms in Australia or whether language
teaching is confined to the acquisition of geographically defined and culture-
specific information, such as teaching Australian culture in Australia. The
paper discusses some of the pedagogical considerations that language teachers
may face when teaching culture in this global and highly multicultural 
context. Vis-à-vis the issue of culture-in-language teaching, the most impor-
tant questions to consider include the following: (1) What is culture for the
purposes of language teaching? (2) What is the relationship between language
and culture? (3) Why is culture included in the language curriculum? 
(4) How is culture learned in language learning? (Liddicoat 2004: 298).
This paper will provide insights into all these questions, but the focus will
be particularly on questions 2 and 4.

The paper, first, provides a theoretical background to the discussion. It
is important to emphasise, however, that the theme of culture teaching is
extremely broad and incorporates numerous issues. Therefore, this paper
will focus on two specific questions and will not provide a comprehensive
review of a methodology for teaching language and culture. The main 
concern here is whether international students learn about each other’s 
culture, what cultural learning needs they have and whether cultural 
learning is an active or a passive process. Then, the paper presents a case
study that was conducted in ELICOS classes in Australia and its findings.
Finally, some conclusions will be drawn from the findings and some 
recommendations will be made for further research. In this paper the terms
intercultural and cross-cultural are used interchangeably.

WHICH CULTURE SHOULD WE TEACH: AUSTRALIAN, BRITISH, AMERICAN OR
OTHERS? WHY INTERCULTURAL LANGUAGE TEACHING?

Today we live in a global century (Cleveland 1999) where traditional speech
communities are replaced by more dynamic speech communities, such as
the speech community of the Internet. English is taking the role of cross-
cultural mediator (Richards, Platt and Weber 1985). For example, 35.8% of
the world’s online language population of 729 million communicate in
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English (Global Reach 2004). Also, education for ‘global citizenship’
(Davies, Evans and Reid 2005) now seems to be a central issue in all learning
contexts and this has strong relevance to intercultural language teaching.
English, therefore, is the most powerful international lingua franca and a
global language (Crystal 2003). About a quarter of the world’s population is
considered to be fluent or competent in English, and the steadily growing
figure was estimated as 1.5 billion in the early 2000s (Crystal 2003: 6). When
teaching culture in an English classroom, therefore, it seems to make sense
that our methods and goals should reflect this global context. However, this
lingua franca approach is far from being without difficulties (see, for example,
a discussion in the German context by Decke-Cornill 2002).

The complexity of the language–culture nexus is further aggravated by
the very nature of English as a pluricentric language (Clyne 1992; Leitner
1992). A pluricentric language has a number of interacting centres, each of
which provides a national variety with a certain set of norms (Clyne 1992).
One way to represent the pluricentric nature of English is through three 
concentric circles: the inner circle representing the traditionally English-
speaking countries (for example, the United States, Britain, Canada,
Australian), the outer circle of ex-British colonies where English is a second
language and is used in public domains (for example, Singapore and India),
and the expanding circle, which is an ever-growing circle of countries where
English is gaining some significant status in some domains (for example,
Korea, Indonesia and Japan) (Kachru 1983, 1985). These variations and
plurality in standards add to the complexity of our questions: which variety
of English-speaking culture to teach? Shall we teach American, British or
Australian or perhaps a global culture?

In light of the forces of globalisation and the transient nature of inter-
national students’ residence in Australia, there seems to be a need to shift
the emphasis from teaching the ‘local’ Australian culture, which I will term
as ‘culture-specific’, to the teaching of a more general, wider cultural under-
standing, which I will term ‘culture-general’ or ‘intercultural’ teaching. Such
intercultural language teaching (ILT) will lead to the development of 
intercultural competence (Byram 1997, 2003; Guilherme 2002; Liddicoat
2002, 2005).

Originally the term ‘intercultural’ referred to the interaction between two
cultures: Culture 1 (C1) and Culture 2 (C2), the target culture. According
to Liddicoat, the language learner should aim to develop an ‘intercultural
perspective in which the native culture and language are made apparent
alongside the target culture’ (Liddicoat 2004: 300). With this knowledge
the learner is to develop ‘an intercultural position’, which creates a basis for
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‘ongoing development of intercultural communicative skills’ (Liddicoat
2004: 300). While this concept does not capture the complexity of a multi-
cultural learning environment, in this paper I will use this term in a broader
sense, which incorporates the issues of learning across various cultures, not
only across a first language (L1) and second language (L2) or C1 and C2.

This intercultural approach, however, is not necessarily used in practice.
For instance, in the majority of Asian countries, particularly in Japan, 
language policies ‘demonstrate convergence towards English, so-called 
standard English, and Anglophone cultures as well as maintenance of
national identity, while failing to promote linguistic and cultural pluralism’
(Kubota 2001: 19).

The question, therefore, needs to be explored in various English-teaching
contexts: do international students want to learn about each others’ cultures,
or are their interests restricted to the Anglophone cultures? Which
Anglophone cultures are preferred? The present study aimed to explore this
question in the Australian context.

HOW TO TEACH CULTURE?

The second important consideration within the context of the current paper
is the question of how to teach culture. While this paper does not aim to
give a comprehensive review of this question, the primary aim is to consider
two main dimensions: is culture learning static or dynamic? Is culture learning
primarily cognitive or experiential? While there is a tendency to see these
terms as dichotomous pairs, in this paper they are representing two poles of
continuums. These continuums can be conceptualised in a framework that
incorporates learning contexts, classroom practices and goals. Figure 1 is a
summary of the relevant concepts used in this paper.

While multicultural education usually refers to a static form of education,
as the term usually refers to the context of learning in a culturally diverse
environment, intercultural education implies flexibility and reflection and
refers to the interactive process in which the learner engages while acquiring
specific knowledge (Lo Bianco, Liddicoat and Crozet 1999). According to
the literature, intercultural language teaching has three main characteristics:
(1) the teaching of a lingua culture, that is delving into the micro-level of
culture as entwined in language use, (2) a comparison between learners’ first
culture and their target culture and (3) intercultural exploration (Lo Bianco,
Liddicoat and Crozet 1999). It has been stated before that the concept of
ILT was primarily developed to conceptualise the interaction between two
languages and two corresponding cultures (that is of L1 and L2, as well as
C1 and C 2) and the focus is on the language classroom; still, the concept 
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Wider learning context first language versus target language environment
monocultural –––– multicultural society

formal classroom –––– outside classroom
formal learning –––– experiential learning

Classroom environment monocultural –––– multicultural classroom

Classroom explicit –––– implicit teaching of cultural content
pedagogies/methods cognitive –––– experiential learning

multicultural education–––– intercultural education

Learners’ role active –––– passive learner 
(autonomous learner –––– passive recipient of cultural content) 

Cultural content of visible versus invisible cultural elements
language course culture presented as monolithic –––– dynamic

native speakers’ culture –––– multiple cultures
‘local’ –––– ‘global’ culture
‘culture-specific’ (for example, only Australian) –––– 
‘culture-general’ (relevant to all cultures)
monocultural –––– multicultural

Learning outcomes factual cultural knowledge –––– intercultural competence
intercultural attitudes –––– intercultural skills 

Figure 1: Dimensions of culture teaching/learning

does not exclude multicultural learning contexts. In fact, the teaching of 
lingua culture can be expanded to several lingua cultures in such contexts
(Lo Bianco, Liddicoat and Crozet 1999: 22). It can be argued that TESOL
can be a type of multicultural education when learners come from various
cultures, but it requires further investigation to determine whether TESOL
programs qualify as ‘intercultural’, and whether they facilitate intercultural
learning through interactions with other cultures.

A central pedagogical issue is whether culture teaching should be more
about explicit teaching of culture content or about creating situations in which
learners will acquire cultural knowledge through experience. The terms 
cognitive and experiential learning somewhat reflect these two different
approaches, although it is important to recognise that such distinctions are
not clear-cut dichotomies: rather, they should be looked upon as a matter of
degree (see Figure 1 for a summary of such dimensions of culture teaching).

Several authors (see, for example, Kramsch 1993) suggest that both cog-
nitive and experiential learning are important in the cultural learning
process, and argue that teachers should aim at an appropriate balance
between the two (Hatoss 2004). European education policy documents
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emphasise the importance of non-formal teaching and learning contexts in
incorporating affective and pragmatic learning with cognitive learning
(European Commission for Education and Culture 1998). The European
Commission document also maintains that the learning of citizenship, 
particularly global citizenship, must incorporate the ‘development of inter-
cultural understanding (the affective level)’ and the ‘acquisition of operational
competence (the cognitive level)’ (see 2.2 Education, training and citizenship).
Met and Byram (1999) emphasise the experiential dimension of cultural
learning, claiming that it makes learning more effective through capitalising
on the benefits of the multicultural learning environment, in comparison
with factual ways of learning culture. This factual culture learning is often
referred to as ‘static’ culture learning (see, for example, Liddicoat 2004). The
debate around the ‘static-dynamic’ and ‘cognitive-experiential’ dimensions
of learning is closely connected to the issue of what roles language teachers
and learners should play in this process. Several authors, for example
Mantle-Bromley and Miller (1991), argue that successful intercultural learning
requires an active role on the part of teachers as well as students. According
to these and other authors (Byram 1997, 1999, 2003; Liddicoat and Crozet
1997, 2000; Kramsch 1998; Lo Bianco 2000; Liddicoat 2002, 2005), an
active intervention from the teacher can lead to decisive improvement in
intercultural attitudes and the establishment of a ‘third space’ between the
first culture and the target culture.

The ‘third space’, which language learners create by distancing them-
selves from their own culture and from the target culture, can operate as a
‘meeting place’ where more than two cultures interact (Lo Bianco, Liddicoat
and Crozet 1999: 23). From this, questions arise: do language teachers play
an active role in creating this ‘decentred’ position and in facilitating this
‘decentring’ process? Do they create this ‘meeting place’ in their classes?
How do they actually teach culture? Do students also play an active role in
the learning process? There are many other issues that relate to the pedagogy
of teaching culture, but due to length limitations, this paper will limit the
discussion to these questions. In the following section an empirical study
conducted in an ELICOS context in Australia will provide some answers to
these questions in one particular context.

The study
As stated above, it is important for language teachers to collect empirical
data about their language programs in order to determine whether these
programs are not only ‘multicultural’ but also ‘intercultural’. The study pre-
sented here is an attempt to explore this in one particular learning context.
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It examined the cultural learning needs and learning experiences of ELICOS
students studying in Australia. Since the study was limited to one particular
institution, it does not claim that the findings would be generally true in all
institutions in Australia. Instead of making generalisations, the study offers
useful insights from a highly multicultural learning environment. The main
research questions were the following:

• How do students perceive their cultural learning experiences in the
English classroom?

• What are the students’ cultural learning needs? Do they want to learn
about their classmates’ cultures or only about Australian culture?

• Which ‘target’ cultures (for example, British, American, Australian or
other) do they prefer?

• What aspects of Australian culture do they want to learn about?

• Do students play an active role in the learning process? Is their culture
learning experiential?

• What stereotypical perceptions do ELICOS students have towards
Australians?

The respondents were 71 international students learning English in an
ELICOS course in an Australian university in a capital city. They were
selected through the ELICOS program and were asked to participate in the
study on a voluntary basis. They represented a wide range of countries (see
Table 1 below). In terms of their levels of proficiency in English they represent

Table 1: Respondents according to country of origin

Frequency Percentage

China 16 22.5
Colombia 2 2.8
Hong Kong 5 7.0
Indonesia 2 2.8
Japan 16 22.5
Korea 6 8.5
Kuwait 1 1.4
Malaysia 1 1.4
Switzerland 1 1.4
Taiwan 12 16.9
Thailand 8 11.3
Vanuatu 1 1.4
Total 71 100.0



ANIKÓ HATOSS

54 Prospect Vol. 21, No. 2  August 2006

two main sub-groups: 37 students were studying English for Academic
Purposes (EAP) (the entry level for this course is ISLPR 2+)1, the other half
(30 students) were enrolled in general English courses (a fairly mixed level
of proficiency representing three main levels: ISLPR 2, 2+ and 3).

On average, respondents had studied English in their home countries
for 7.7 years and had been in Australia for 4.6 months. Their classes were
characterised by a high level of cultural diversity.

The study applied a mixed method approach, and collected both quan-
titative and qualitative data. The main data collection tool was a written
questionnaire, which included the following main sections: a short section
on the respondent’s profile such as age, place of birth, history of learning
English, both in home country and in Australia; an item asking about the
nationalities represented in the student’s class; and a group of 12 items 
measuring the attitude and exposure to other cultures in the classroom.
Participants were asked to respond to the 12 items on a five-point Likert
scale, where the options were ‘strongly agree’, ‘agree’, ‘neutral’, ‘disagree’ and
‘strongly disagree’. These responses were treated as equal interval scales. The
items were designed to contribute to three main variables: (I) perceived 
culture-learning experience, (II) attitude towards culture learning in the class-
room and (III) self-assessment of cultural skills/knowledge. The individual
items organised according to the variables are listed in Figure 2 below.

Figure 2: Survey items according to variables

Variable I Perceived culture-learning experience
My English teacher encourages us to talk about our cultures in class.
The activities in class help me develop my cross-cultural awareness.
The materials we use in class contain a lot of information on 
different cultures.
The course helps me understand Australian culture.

Variable IIA Attitude towards culture learning – general
I would like to learn more about different cultures in class.
Learning about different cultures in the English class is very important.

Variable IIB Attitude towards culture learning – culture-specific
I would like to learn about American culture.
I would like to learn about British culture.
I would like to learn about European cultures.
I would like to learn about Asian cultures.

Variable IIIA Self-assessment of cultural skills/knowledge – general – peer
I have a good understanding of my classmates’ cultures.

Variable IIIB Self-assessment of cultural skills/knowledge – specific – Australian
I have a good understanding of Australian culture.
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The quantitative data was processed and analysed using the Statistical
Package for the Social Sciences program. Each response was given a score
from five (‘strongly agree’) to one (‘strongly disagree’) and an average score;
as well, a percentage positive rating for each item was calculated. In addition
to the quantitative data, qualitative data were also collected through the
written survey. Students were asked to respond to open-ended questions.
Since it was not the aim of the study to generalise about the whole ELICOS
learning community in Australia but to identify some interesting trends and
explore students’ perceptions of their culture-learning needs and experiences,
the qualitative data were not quantified but simply summarised under the
main headings of the survey.

Results
The results of the survey (see Table 2) suggest that students see intercultural
learning as part of the ELICOS classroom experience. They also found
learning about ‘other’ cultures an important part of their learning (see 
Table 3). In other words, their cultural learning needs were not restricted to
those of Australian or other inner-circle ‘English-speaking’ cultures (Kachru
1983). Learning about Asian cultures was also seen as highly relevant.
Respondents agreed that the class activities developed their cross-cultural
awareness. However, they felt that the materials they used did not contain a
lot of information about different ‘other’ cultures. Only 30% of all respon-
dents believed the materials used in class contained sufficient information
about other cultures. This low positive rating needs attention and suggests
that students would prefer to use materials that provide a more diverse cul-
tural input. Since textbooks are still the main mediators of cultural learning
in many learning contexts, the cultural content of such materials needs a
systematic review, for which Hatoss (2004) developed a framework.

Table 2: Variable I, Perceived culture-learning experience

Percentage 
positive 

N = 71 Mean score ratings

The English teacher encourages us to talk about our 3.80 71%
cultures in class.

The activities in class help me develop my 3.67 71%
cross-cultural awareness.

The materials we use in class contain a lot of information 3.08 30%
about different cultures.

The course helps me understand Australian culture. 3.54 57%
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Only 57% of the respondents felt that the English language course
helped them understand Australian culture. This relatively low positive 
rating suggests that students’ cultural learning needs are not satisfied to the
extent that they expect. The survey did not reveal the exact causes behind
this finding, but from the responses to the open-ended questions it seems
that students often feel that they do not learn what they want to learn about
Australian culture. It may well be, therefore, that the problem lies not in the
amount of cultural information teachers give to their students, but more in
the nature of cultural input that they receive. This will be discussed in the
next section.

Table 3: Variable IIA, Attitude towards learning culture – general

Percentage 
positive 

N = 71 Mean score ratings

I would like to learn more about different ‘other’ 3.93 71.7%
cultures in class.

Learning about different ‘other’ cultures in the English 3.75 70.4%
class is very important.

The second section of the survey aimed to measure the students’ attitudes
towards learning about specific cultures such as British, American and others.
The results for these items are shown in Table 4.

Table 4: Variable IIB, Attitude towards learning culture – 
culture-specific

Percentage 
positive Percentage Percentage
ratings in positive positive 
General ratings in ratings in
English EAP all ELICOS

N = 71 context context context

I would like to learn about American 50% 59% 52%
culture in the English class.

I would like to learn about British 60% 70% 62%
culture in the English class.

I would like to learn about European 66% 64% 62%
cultures in the English class.

I would like to learn about Asian 60% 56% 55%
cultures in the English class.
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The results show that students are equally interested in learning about
British culture and European cultures (62%). The second most popular cul-
tural group is represented by Asia (55%), while the last is American culture
(52%). These responses confirm that the goal of cultural teaching in the
Australian ELICOS context should not be limited to teaching about Australian
culture, or the ‘inner circle’ of English-speaking countries. Instead, a much
wider range of intercultural learning should be adopted.

While the need for intercultural language learning was clearly indicated
in the surveys, the self-assessment of students’ intercultural skills did not show
convincingly positive learning outcomes. Only a small percentage (15.5%)
of students agreed that they have a good understanding of Australian culture.
Students felt more confident in their understanding of their classmates’ 
cultures (25.3%), although the survey did not reveal whether such under-
standing was the result of the ELICOS class. See Table 5 below.

Table 5: Variable IIIA, Self-assessment of cross-cultural skills/knowledge

Percentage 
positive 

N = 71 Mean score ratings

I have a good understanding of Australian culture. 2.79 15.5% (11)

I have a good understanding of my classmates’ culture. 2.87 25.3% (18)

QUALITATIVE DATA

In the second half of the survey, qualitative data were gathered. Respondents
were asked to answer open-ended questions, which elicited cultural learning
experiences in the English as a Second Language classroom and can be
grouped as (a) cultural learning experience and (b) cultural learning needs.
The following questions were used.

a) Cultural learning experience

Item 4: What activity or material that you used in class helped you
understand Australian culture better?

Item 5: What activity or material that you used in class helped you
understand your classmates’ cultures better?

b) Cultural learning needs

Item 6: What would you like to learn about Australian culture?

Item 7: What would you like to learn about your classmates’ cultures?
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Item 8: Which culture represented in your class would you be most
interested in?

In answer to Item 4, students listed a wide range of sources of cultural
information including newspapers, television documentaries, textbooks, video,
excursions and others. They also named the following classroom activities:

• I learnt traditional Australian songs, watched Australian culture video.

• Often my teacher tells us about Australian culture.

• When our teacher talked about her life.

• Teacher speaking about Australia.

• Sometimes the teacher told me lots of things about polite, food, culture
and people of Australia.

• Watched video about Australia.

• When the teacher speaks about Australia.

• Our teach taught us about big match called Nation … (sorry, forgot). It
helped me a little understand the Australian culture.

• Sometimes our teacher talked to us about Australian origin and culture.

• Listening comprehension of Australian tourism spots.

It seems that language teachers of the selected classes incorporated a
wide range of activities and cultural topics when teaching Australian culture.
However, from the analysis of the discourse of the responses, it seems that
these students tended to be passive recipients of cultural knowledge rather
than active creators of such knowledge (for example, by collecting cultural
information as an out-of-class activity). From the responses it seems that the
teachers tended to be the main source of cultural knowledge. The teachers
were also the main initiators of cultural activities. Further research is necessary,
however, to explore the exact nature of the roles that the learners and the
teachers played in these classes.

The other tendency that seems to emerge from the qualitative data is
that there was a strong emphasis on conveying factual cultural knowledge.
While cultural facts are useful, they could be used more creatively to initiate
intercultural dialogues and reflections as a springboard for individual or
team-based, self-motivated discovery of Australian culture and the other cul-
tures in the classroom. Some other activities listed by the students were
more ‘experiential’ and require a more active role from the learner:

• We had to interview an Australian.
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• We were talking about experience in Australia.

• We discussed any topics which are different between Australia and student’s
own countries such as advertising.

When students take an active part during such engaging activities, their
learning becomes experiential rather than cognitive. Some of the activities
mentioned by the students were on the ‘productive’ side, but they did not
show much evidence of reflective, comparative and critical approaches.
These approaches and methods can enhance critical learning and develop
intercultural competence (Guilherme 2002). Still, these activities need to 
be developed so that students are not only involved in the accumulation of
cultural knowledges, but also in reflecting on them, including and relating
them to their own culture as well as to other cultures. These reflections
should avoid superficial comparisons. The key learning strategy through
reflection is to develop an understanding of why people do things differ-
ently in other cultures and how and why we should respect that difference.

The activities listed by the students also confirm that students in the
ELICOS classroom are in a good position to take advantage of the multicul-
tural learning environment and develop their intercultural understanding.
Therefore, language teachers should exploit the opportunities these 
students offer. In study abroad contexts, where learners have tremendous
opportunities to experience the target culture first hand, it is essential 
that language teachers provide learners with ample opportunities to do so.
This combination of classroom practice with out-of-class activities will
establish a better balance between passive versus active and cognitive versus
experiential learning.

As opposed to the relatively passive cultural learning experience of
Australian culture, students gave accounts of more active participation in
the learning of their classmates’ cultures:

• We talked together to discuss different cultures and worked with each
other.

• We gave a presentation about our own country.

• The teacher asked us to interview someone and write down what we
talked.

• We worked the Biography project so we had to interview each partner.
After that we presented about interviewee’s information. I think it
helped me learn about my classmates’ cultures.

• Some survey which teacher encouraged students to do.
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These activities created a balance between cognitive and experiential
learning about other cultures. However, it is important to recognise that
much of this experiential cultural learning happened outside the classroom.
While the present study did not explore the out-of-class culture-learning
activities, a follow-up study is in preparation to examine the impact of the
wider cultural learning environment. It would be interesting to explore the
level of exposure learners have to the target culture and other cultures outside
the formal learning environment in study abroad contexts. A rich area to
explore would be to discover the cultural interactions with home-stay families
and other friends.

In order to explore their cultural learning needs in the Australian context,
respondents were also asked to write questions about Australian culture. The
questions they provided cover almost all aspects of culture including factual
and attitudinal. Table 6 (see Appendix 1) summarises the questions. A point
to note is that students showed great interest in Australian Indigenous culture,
including Indigenous history, contemporary social issues and their future.
Students were especially interested in the problems related to the relation-
ship between ‘white’ and Indigenous Australians. In other words, they were
interested in social values and attitudes within the society. The questions,
however, also revealed some stereotypical views of Australians. This finding
is an important diagnosis and reminds us that there is plenty of work to be
done in the area of avoiding superficial stereotype formations and of devel-
oping deeper understandings of the heterogeneity of cultures.

Another interesting point to note is that Asian students were highly
focused on learning about eating habits and food. For them, this was the
most topical issue in relation to everyday life. Although this is a visible and
seemingly superficial cultural element, food has strong symbolic meanings
in several Asian cultures. This topic is a good example of how a seemingly
superficial cultural topic can carry deep meanings and values, which could
be explored in the classroom. Still, it is important for teachers to realise that
the mere description of Australian eating habits is not sufficient intercul-
tural learning. A discussion about the role of food in Australian life, 
especially in remote and rural areas of Australia where food supplies are limited,
or the value of water due to its scarcity in Australia, would provide more 
in-depth and authentic cultural learning experiences for these students.
Most importantly, teachers can create opportunities for intercultural 
dialogue and reflection by using these seemingly factual topics.

Some further questions were related to Australian identity. Again, the
answers elicited were reflective of some stereotypical views of Australians and
Australian culture. These questions and statements included the following:
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1 How could I know who is Aussie, because I think blond all Aussie?

2 Do you have a nationality suit?

3 Do you have your own culture except Aboriginal culture?

4 What is the difference between Australian and American?

5 Why do Australians like fried potato?

6 Why are they used to sleep early?

7 Why do they like beer so much?

8 Why many people would like go to pub?

9 Australians are usually obese.

10 They eat too much including junk food and sweets.

The stereotypical views that these students expressed were formed after a
short, ten-week, stay in Australia. These views remind us that the mere
exposure to the target culture will not necessarily eliminate stereotypes and
does not necessarily develop positive cross-cultural skills. In a study 
conducted in the European context, Coleman (1998) reported similar 
findings. The study investigated the intercultural perceptions of university
students who participated in an exchange program in a foreign country.
Coleman concluded that language students have clear stereotypes and that
extended residence in the target language community will not influence
those stereotypes, except to reinforce them. Language teachers, therefore,
need to treat stereotypes as a starting point for discussions, rather than
allowing them to form outcomes of cultural learning (Hatoss 2004). A third
ingredient of intercultural learning, that is the processes of ‘intercultural
exploration’ (Lo Bianco, Liddicoat and Crozet 1999), is necessary to reflect
upon these stereotypical views and this reflection will ultimately lead to
intercultural competence.

Discussion
The results have shown that ELICOS students see intercultural learning as
an important part of their language-learning process. They are interested in
learning about a range of aspects of Australian culture, as well as other cultures.
The very fact that students showed interest in and an open attitude towards
learning about their classmates’ cultures is a promising finding. Also, most
respondents reported that their teachers encouraged them to talk about
their own cultures, which is evidence of a cultural learning experience where
students are learners and sources of cultural knowledge at the same time.
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The students’ questions and statements about Australian culture show
that their interest is not limited to the knowledge of cultural facts. On the
contrary, they want to learn about the ‘invisible’ elements of Australian 
culture, such as Australian values, politics and way of life. These aspects 
of culture can be classified as deep culture or cultural orientations (Hofstede
1980, 1986). Some of the questions regarding Australian identity go much
beyond the usual cultural content of language classrooms and need to be
addressed. Obviously, discussions on cultural and social identity require a
relatively high level of proficiency, therefore it cannot be exploited in the
same manner in different levels. Still, these questions offer the opportunity
for language teachers to take up the role of developing awareness of cultural
and global citizenship (European Commission for Education and Culture
1998; Davies, Evans and Reid 2005).

Since education for active citizenship is high on the agenda of current
educational policies worldwide, language teaching, particularly English-
language teaching, can make a significant contribution to the ‘full 
development of an individual’ (DEST 2006b: 10) through teaching the
invisible elements of culture. Civics and citizenship education in Australia
(DEST 2006b) aim to equip students with the knowledge, skills, values
and dispositions of active and informed citizenship: that is, knowledge and
understanding of Australia’s democratic heritage and traditions, its political
and legal institutions, and the shared values of freedom, tolerance, respect,
responsibility and inclusion (DEST 2006a). Language teachers, however,
should critically review these aims, as citizenship education to some extent
looks at homogeneity in a society as opposed to diversity. In multicultural
classroom contexts, it is rather the heterogeneity that needs to be emphasised.
With such emphasis language teachers can contribute to global citizenship
education.

Some of the findings in this study reflect stereotypical perceptions of
Australians, which can be the sign of superficial cultural learning. It is crucial
that language teachers identify these stereotypical elements of cultural
knowledge and address them effectively. It is a general issue in contemporary
language teaching that the notion of stereotypes is usually ignored in most
language programs and a systematic thinking through of how to handle
these stereotypes rarely appears (Morgan 1995: 11). A possible way of dealing
with stereotypes could be to encourage students to elicit stereotypes about
their own cultures, and discuss them in small groups. This fits in with the
general rule of maximising reflective learning and decentring oneself from
one’s own perspective as emphasised in intercultural language teaching
(Liddicoat and Crozet 1997, 2000; Liddicoat 2002, 2005).
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It is important to emphasise that intercultural learning does not happen
on its own. It would be a mistake to believe that the cultural curiosity that
the students expressed in the survey also demonstrates critical cultural
awareness, or the development of positive intercultural attitudes. The present
study did not address this issue. There needs to be more research in this area
to identify whether the students involved in in-country language programs
actually develop positive intercultural attitudes (1) towards the host country
and (2) towards other cultures, such as the cultures represented in the multi-
cultural classroom.

From the case study it seems that teachers incorporate culture teaching
into their language-teaching practices. However, the present study did 
not reveal any systematic approaches to culture teaching. This study can,
however, be a starting point for further research in this area. It would be
interesting to see whether culture teaching is dealt with as a central part of
the language teaching programs both in English as a second/foreign language
contexts as well as the context of LOTE (Languages other than English).

In order to meet students’ learning needs, language-teaching programs
should not treat culture teaching on an ad hoc basis, and should not consider
it as a positive natural side effect of the course. Instead, these aspects of 
language learning should be brought to the forefront. It is absolutely essential
to apply planning and appropriate pedagogical methods into culture teaching,
otherwise we cannot fully cater for our students’ intercultural learning
needs. Even though the international students enrolling in ELICOS classes
in Australia are provided with the best environment for such intercultural
learning, mere exposure is not enough for deeper understanding of other
cultures. Teachers need to play an active role in which they facilitate cultural
learning and help students take a critical position in relation to cultural 
phenomena. Cultural learning should be a guided journey of discovery,
which allows the development of open attitudes without assimilating 
learners to the target culture, and without facilitating the formation of
superficial stereotypes.

In the ELICOS context, language teachers need to redefine target culture
and redefine English as an international lingua franca, a language with diverse
cultural values and beliefs attached to it. The English language used in inter-
national contexts is a language that is not restricted to any particular social,
political, economic or religious system, or to a specific racial or cultural group.
For teachers of English, the goal should be to promote cultural under-
standing in a way that is not restricted to the teaching of specific cultural
knowledge such as Australian, British or American cultures. Instead, English
as an international language should be looked upon as a medium of 
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intercultural learning, which contributes to the growth of intercultural 
competence in global contexts. This way we can also move away from the
‘native speaker myth’ – the idealisation of a native speaker as someone who
has perfect, innate knowledge of the language and culture (Phillipson 1992;
Kubota 2001: 21).

A shift from teaching ‘culture-specific’ content to developing inter-
cultural competence is highly desirable in the context of teaching English as
a foreign/second language. With an intercultural focus, language programs
should aim to develop intercultural speakers who cross numerous ‘frontiers’
and who are able to ‘negotiate between universal and particular, and 
create transitional cultural borderlands’ (Giroux 1992 cited in Guilherme
2002: 125).

Conclusion
The current study provided an insight into the cultural learning needs and
experiences of a group of international students in Australia. This study
does not aim to generalise about all language-teaching programs. Instead,
the findings and the nature of the enquiries provide useful starting points 
for similar studies. Further research is necessary in order to establish what 
culture-teaching practices are used in other contexts.

While the exact nature of the impact of language learning on the 
development of positive intercultural attitudes is still an enigma (Ingram
and Wylie 1993; Ingram 2001; Ingram and O’Neill 2002), as it is extremely
difficult to measure the direct impact of language learning on the develop-
ment of intercultural attitudes, language teaching should continue to strive
to develop intercultural competence. From a pedagogical point of view, on
the one hand, it is important to focus on the interculturality as this approach
leads to the development of an ‘active communicative methodology’
(Liddicoat 2005: 211). On the other hand, in light of globalisation, inter-
nationalisation and the ever-emerging transnationalism in all spheres of
education, it is important to focus on the wider cultural context and facilitate
interaction through all cultures by moving from ‘culture-specific’ to ‘culture-
general’, that is ‘intercultural’ learning.

From the stereotypical views of Australians that international students
have formed, it is evident that language teachers need to ensure that culture
teaching is not limited to ‘boutique multiculturalism’ when cultural 
learning happens on a superficial level (Hatoss 2004: 28).

NOTE

1 ISLPR stands for International Second Language Proficiency Ratings.
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Appendix 1

Table 6: Students’ questions about Australian culture*

INDIGENOUS AUSTRALIANS How many different groups of Aboriginals live in Australia
and what is different for each group?
Aboriginals: who they are, where they come from and what 
is their future.
I am wondering about the origin of Indigenous people in
Australia and how to live in?
What is the problem between Aboriginal and white people?
What do Australian people think of Aboriginal people?
I heard Aboriginal people love smoking a cigar. It is correct?
What is the point between Australians and Aboriginals?
Where do they live?

ASPECTS OF DAILY LIFE What type of food do the people eat here?
What is the traditional food in Australia?
What is the occasion of eating?
What is traditional food?
What is the most well-known food in Australia?
What transport do people take?
What are the clothings in Australia?
Do they like going out for dinner?
What are they latest activities?

ATTITUDES Do Australian people like Chinese people?
What attitudes do Australians have for American culture?
What is the main attitude that Australians have about 
Asian people?
What do Australians think of overseas?
What do Australians like and dislike?

AUSTRALIANNESS How could I know who is Aussie, because I think 
blond all Aussie?
Do you have a nationality suit?
Do you have your own culture except Aboriginal culture?
What is the difference between Australian and American?

ECONOMICS Australian business, especially import.

FESTIVALS How many public holidays are there is Australia?
What is the Queensland Day?
Are there any traditional fests or stories about 
Australian culture?
What are the festivals?

Continued …
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HISTORY How Australia has been discovered?
Who was the first prime minister of Australia?
Who is he/she on a bill or coin?

LANGUAGE Australian phrases.
Slang, local language.

LIFESTYLE How is Australian lifestyle? What is the lifestyle like?
How is young people’s lifestyle?
How is Australian workstyle?
What do Australians usually do at the weekend?
Why do they love sports very much?
What is an Australian family like?

MANNERS Behaviour on the beach
What should people do and what they shouldn’t do 
in Australia?
If I say no to eat something, is it impolite?
What is the mannerism of visiting friends?
How to make friends, greeting, parting (EAP 2 has been in
Australia for 3 months).
What is impolite behaviour?

MULTICULTURALISM Do you think Australia has multiple-culture?
Do you like immigration from Asia?
Have Australians a point about that other countries’ people
in Australia is different from local people?

POLITICS Why do Australians admire the Queen so much?
What do Australian people think about Asian people,
Americans and John Howard?
When will Australia become a full republic?

RACISM I want to know about sexual and racial discrimination 
in Australia.

RELIGION What is the main religion in Australia?

SOCIETY Are there any social problems in Australia?

VALUES What is the most important thing for Australians?

* The questions are word-for-word representations of students’ responses and contain some
grammatical errors.




