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INTERCULTURAL COMMUNICATIVE 
COMPETENCE AND CRITICAL CULTURAL 

AWARENESS: IMPLICATIONS FOR 
THE UKRAINIAN ESP CONTEXT

Todorova, Natalia  
Uzhhorod National University 

Uzhhorod, Ukraine
Ukraine

The recent consultations on the relevance of the European Reference Frame-
work of Key Competences for Lifelong Learning resulted in the update to 
ensure that the document reflects political, social, economic, ecological 
and technological developments and the labour market demand of the last 

decade. Among others, this Framework emphasizes the significance of so-
called ‘soft’ skills, critical thinking, teamwork, intercultural skills and prob-
lem solving [4, p.9]. Special attention is paid to promoting a broader range 
of contemporary forms of cultural expression and developing one’s own 
cultural identity, highlighting positive and open-minded attitudes towards 
other cultures and cultural differences [4, p.10].

Language being one of the most universal, diverse and essential forms 
of expression of human culture, development of intercultural communica-
tive competence as an integral part of modern ELT curricula is now widely 
considered to be an effective way to prepare learners for appropriate in-
tercultural interactions (see the comprehensive literature review in [9]). 
The researchers primarily build on Byram’s Model for Intercultural Com-
municative Competence [1], which emphasizes the importance of training 
communicatively competent students prepared to respond to contemporary 

transformation of local and global communities.

Yet with this in mind, Nugent and Catalano [9, p.15] argue that 
Byram’s Model practical application often misses the central component 
of intercultural communicative competence, i.e. critical cultural awareness, 
defined by its author as “an ability to evaluate critically and on the basis of 
explicit criteria perspectives, practices and products in one’s own and other 
cultures and countries” [1, p. 53]. Being exposed to critical cultural aware-
ness in the foreign language classroom, students master the skill of evalua-
tion, exercise critical thinking skills, experience real-world issues and, as a 
result, raise the level of intellectual stimulation. It is, thus, noted that ETL 
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research and teaching practice often either overlooks the awareness issue in 
developing intercultural communicative competence, or fails to include master-
ing language into awareness-raising courses [9, pp.15–16].

The purpose of this article is to consider the modern discussion regarding 
the incorporation of critical cultural awareness in foreign language curricula 
and to overview its implications for learners and practicing educators created by 
the integration of an awareness component into their curriculum in the Ukrain-
ian tertiary education context.

Viewed from the educational perspective, intercultural communicative 
competence is defined as a framework for intercultural learning that prepares 
foreign language learners for meaningful interactions with those from other 
cultures by addressing the attitudes, knowledge, and skills needed for effec-
tive intercultural communication [1]. In this learning framework students are 
to engage into in active inquiry and reflection regarding the products, practices, 
and perspectives of another culture [2], followed up with practicing skills in 
analysis, interpretation, communication, and interaction in relation to the target 

culture reality.

Critical cultural awareness as a component of intercultural learning in the 
foreign language classroom is to provide opportunities for students to practice 

the skill of critical evaluation regarding the practices, products, and perspectives 

of the target culture. As a necessary prerequisite for making use of these oppor-
tunities the students must be able to identify and reflect upon their preconceived 
ideas, judgments, and stereotypes toward individuals from the target culture [9, 
p. 17]. This brings forward the issue of forming the learners’ awareness of their 
own cultural identities, as “cultural elements both provide content for learning 
activities and shape the learners’ outlook” [5, p. 11].

The theoretical background for this challenge is summarized by Norton, 
who maintains that “despite the best intentions, classroom practices can rec-
reate subordinate student identities, thereby limiting students’ access not only 
to language learning opportunities, but to other more powerful identities” [7, 
p. 10]. Recognising learners’ diverse culturally-determined identity positions 
from which they communicate or remain silent, “the challenge for language 
educators is to explore which identity positions offer the greatest opportunity 
for social engagement and interaction” [7, p. 10].

In the context of building critical cultural awareness in a foreign lan-
guage classroom, language is perceived not only as a linguistic system, but 

also as a social practice in which activities are prearranged and identities are 
pre-determined. The innovative language teaching is to provide learners with 
diverse opportunities to take ownership over meaning-making, and to re-im-
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agine an expanded range of identities for the future [7, p. 12], which, in its 
turn, contributes significantly to building critical cultural awareness by devel-
oping critical thinking, independent evaluation and informed decision-mak-
ing skills.

Having language learner and teacher identities in the core of building in-
tercultural communicative competence and critical cultural awareness, it is cru-
cial to recognize the challenges posed by attempts to create a discursive space 

conducive to open dialogue and learning. These attempts often reveal the clash 
of competing interests and aspirations: for example, between being cultural-
ly sensitive and addressing topical social problems; between providing access 
to dominant ways of knowing/doing and validating learners’ own knowledge/
experience; between granting learners creative meaning-making opportunities 
and applying logocentric assessment practices, etc. [6, p. 201].

To add up to this, it should be noted that the Ukrainian culture is labelled 
as a group-oriented, collectivistic one, with high uncertainty avoidance and 
high power distance [12]. Therefore, in the local academic culture individu-
alism, critical thinking and open self-expression are commonly not assigned 
to Ukrainian students, unlike English native-speakers. Viewing culture as a 
fixed, apolitical and static entity reinforces the stereotypical misconception of 
Ukrainian students as passive learners, who fail to become autonomous, and 
with whom the critical pedagogy fails to produce the desired results. However, 
a foreign language classroom is a relevant cultural space where the diversity 
is naturally accommodated and contained to expose the Ukrainian learners to 
values and cognitive practices of a different culture.    

According to the World Bank research, such advanced cognitive skills 
as communication, creative and critical thinking, problem solving, a foreign 

language competence rank among the top 10 most-valued skills on the Ukrain-
ian labour market [3, p.4]. The key stakeholders’ requirements challenge the 
national tertiary education to introduce innovative pedagogical practices in 

language classrooms that offer the opportunities to draw on students’ multi-
ple identities, promote their investment in learning, and exercise their cognitive 
profession-oriented skills.

The contemporary proclaimed shift from multiculturalism to intercultur-
alism in education is to promote the UNESCO’s principles of intercultural edu-
cation, which declare: (a) respect to the cultural identity of the learner through 
culturally appropriate and responsive quality education for all, (b) provision of 
every learner with the cultural knowledge, attitudes and skills for active and full 
participation in society, (c) provision of all learners with cultural knowledge, 
attitudes and skills to contribute to respect, understanding and solidarity among 

Multiculturalism and Diversity in the 21st Century

International Academic Conference



382

individuals, ethnic, social, cultural and religious groups and nations [13, pp. 
30]. As Noor concludes, incorporating interculturalism in ELT is an instrument 
to bridge the gap between dominant and subaltern cultures by treating them all 
equal and help overcome the ethnocentric view of the world by assimilating the 
culture and contexts of different groups [7, p. 5].

The typical ELT practice to introduce cultural awareness only by lectur-
ing or reading about different cultures in English language can hardly create a 
genuinely safe cultural domain where all cultures are respected. The researchers 
emphasise the need to create an inclusive society in which “the local culture 
and context ought to be assimilated in English language teaching to give it a 
glocal perspective and a global understanding” [8, p. 6]. Thus, learning English 
language will not only contribute to developing a deeper understanding of other 
cultures but also help in expressing one’s culture and identity to be duly recog-
nised by the local community. In this context, an interdisciplinary approach to 
teaching about different culture is difficult to overestimate as interdisciplinary 
team-teaching can contribute to a better understanding of different cultures by 
going beyond differences and exploring the common values and shared ele-
ments across cultures [see 10; 11]. 

 Aiming at creating the inspiring learning environment on the tertiary lev-
el that encourages students to think at deeper levels about the intercultural inter-
actions that take place in their real lives, critical cultural awareness as an expan-
sion of intercultural communicative competence should become an important 
component of the curricula. As Nugent and Catalano maintain, the social and 
psychological dimensions of critical cultural awareness inform educators as to 
how the social context of language and culture affects interactions while iden-
tity influences perspectives and beliefs, and students, being more aware of the 
nuances that underlie culture, become better prepared to engage appropriate-
ly and effectively in intercultural relationships [9, p. 27]. This expected effect 
becomes even more relevant for those students who major in country studies 
and international relations and for whom intercultural communicative compe-
tence and critical cultural awareness are the key professional competencies. 
Subject-language integrated team-teaching at the university level, when foreign 
language teachers cooperate closely with the specialism lecturers, provides ef-
fective opportunities for learners to engage the target culture at a deeper level 
while connecting classroom learning to situations that occur in the global com-
munity. This approach challenges the staff with much effort and time to rethink 
the current practice and materials, yet it is crucial to focus on preparing students 
to enter into intercultural relationships with a greater awareness of the multi-
faceted nature of culture, thus, developing their advanced cognitive skills and 
improving their employability.
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