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Abstract:
Sooner or later, countries like Poland will have to welcome immigrants from the Middle East and successfully communicate with the immigrants from different cultural backgrounds. I would like to argue that critical cultural awareness proves to be a cornerstone of the model of Intercultural Communicative Competence (Byram, 1997) and should be considered a prerequisite for developing the rest of the components comprising the model. The main aim of the present research paper is to investigate, analyse and discuss Polish EFL teachers' beliefs on the idea of including critical cultural awareness, a crucial component of intercultural competence, in the EFL lessons, teachers' teaching practices with reference to developing particular elements of intercultural competence in the EFL lessons and the possible discrepancies between their beliefs and practices. A questionnaire administered to 125 Polish EFL teachers and a case study of three practitioners, who were observed, interviewed and confronted in a focus-group discussion, were used to collect the relevant data. The results of my research study suggest that a lot of Polish EFL teachers declare that they consider Byram's intercultural communicative competence model (Byram 1997) relevant to foreign language teaching and learning in the present-day and seem to be willing to implement it in their lessons, yet many of those teachers appear not to prioritize intercultural competence in their teaching practice. This apparent discrepancy between language teachers' beliefs and their practices may stem from teachers' lack of sufficient intercultural training during their professional education. A need for implementing critical cultural awareness into the pre-service teacher trainings was identified.
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1. Introduction



In the face of recent events regarding problems with the massive migration of people across continents, the issue of cultural differences and cross-cultural understanding is again in the limelight. There seems to be a need for a better awareness of the consequences and effects of cross-cultural contact, especially with the more different and distant cultures. It is crucial to allay the fear of otherness, which may lead to such detrimental effects on society as a hostile attitudes toward diversity. Critical cultural awareness appears to be a great tool for challenging stereotypical thinking and gaining insight into one's own identity. As critical cultural awareness seems to be the key to intercultural understanding as well as a great tool for a successful cross-cultural communication, it is worthwhile to focus on the concept and re-evaluate its importance with reference to developing intercultural competence in the EFL context. In countries like Poland, which are not exposed to cultural diversity on a daily basis, a foreign language classroom in general, and EFL classroom in particular is the best place to discuss intercultural issues. The main aim of the present study was to analyse Polish EFL teachers' beliefs and practices related to raising critical cultural awareness in order to gain better insight into the situation of foreign language teaching in conjunction with intercultural education in Polish context. 

2. Critical cultural awareness: a cornerstone of Intercultural Competence

Byram's model of Intercultural Communicative Competence (ICC) (1997) is widely recognized   as one of the conceptualizations of the notion of intercultural competence (See Figure 1). It elaborates on the concept of communicative competence, which embraces linguistic, sociolinguistic, and discurse competences, by adding to it intercultural competence (IC), dimension which consists of five interconnected components (or savoirs): (a) attitudes of openness and curiosity; (b) knowledge of social groups and their products and practices as well as the process of interaction itself; (c) skills of interpreting and relating documents and events from another culture to one's own culture; (d) skills of discovery and interaction – ability to operate knowledge, attitudes and skills in the real-life communication; (e) critical cultural awareness. 


The last component of the model, critical cultural awareness (CCA), which is the central focus of the present discussion, is defined 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” (Byram 1997, p. 63). In other words, it is the awareness of one's own values and cultural identity and the ability to perceive both one's own and other cultures on the basis of explicit and objective criteria. This element of intercultural competence enables speakers to engage more consciously in communication with the representatives of different cultures, to understand their own values and perspectives juxtaposed with the values and beliefs of any other culture, as well as to gain deeper insight into one's own cultural identity.
Figure 1. Byram's model of Intercultural Communicative Competence

source: Adapted visualization from Spitzberg and Changnon (2009, p. 17).
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The concept includes the awareness of the broad cultural concepts and backgrounds, different systems of beliefs and values, customs and traditions, etc. Critical cultural awareness also represents the educational dimension of the model (Byram, 2012), which refers to the speaker's personal development. This means that it is designed to foster such abilities as critical reflection, questioning the obvious, distancing oneself from one's own culture – this all enables L2 students to look beyond cultural boundaries and to understand not only the verbal message, but also its cultural context, social background as well as the interlocutor's perspective embedded in his/her cultural norms. It is reasonable to assume that critical cultural awareness is crucial for successful implementation of the model. Without the ability to reflect critically on one's own and the others' perspectives intercultural competence will not be fully developed. Without this critical cultural awareness the communication across cultures is only superficial and do not facilitate a deeper understanding of the intercultural situation and its cultural context.


 Assuming that intercultural competence is one of the goals in L2 teaching and learning, and critical cultural awareness is the prerequisite for a successful development of the other savoirs, then it should be reflected in teachers' approach to developing IC in their EFL classroom. By embracing the other savoirs, e.i. attitudes, knowledge and skills, critical cultural awareness creates the state of openness and readiness to fully develop one's own intercultural competence. Without this ability to challenge stereotypical thinking and the awareness of difference, intercultural competence cannot be fully developed. The more culturally aware the EFL students are, the more they can benefit from the cross-cultural encounters.


Unfortunately, even though Byram accentuates the importance and the central position of critical cultural awareness in his article Language awareness and (critical) cultural awareness – relationships, comparisons and contrasts (2012), one may assume that critical cultural awareness is often neglected in some of the interpretations of the model. To begin with, it is usually listed as the last element of the model, which implies its inferior position as compared with the other savoirs. But what seems to be even more interesting, it is sometimes missing from the interpretations of the model (CEFR, 2001; Aleksandrowicz-Pędich et al. 2003; Gajek, 2012; Nugent, Catalano, 2015). Additionally, as research by Young and Sachdev suggests (2011), some foreign language teachers perceived critical cultural awareness as the most “problematic” component of Byram's model. Teachers claimed that it would involve discussing potentially controversial issues and lead to a more uncomfortable and tense atmosphere in the classroom. All this suggests that critical cultural awareness may not be adequately represented in foreign language teaching. This interesting observation caught my attention and served as a trigger for my own research study.   
3. Method


The main aim of the present study was to investigate EFL teachers' belief concerning intercultural competence as one of the teaching goals, and to confront their declarations with the EFL classroom reality. These are the three research questions that this research project seeks to answer: (1) What are Polish EFL teachers' beliefs concerning the development of intercultural competence in general and critical cultural awareness in particular? (2) How IC and CCA are reflected in the Polish EFL classroom? (3) How teachers' beliefs compare with their teaching practices? To answer these questions relevant data were collected through a mini-questionnaire aimed at EFL teachers and a case study focused on three experienced practitioners. 

The sample contained 125 EFL teachers who responded to the survey either via the internet (114) or in a traditional way (11), by filling in a paper questionnaire. It is important to mention that the sample included diversified groups of teachers in terms of both workplace and teaching experience.    Twenty-six of the respondents were primary school teachers, 13 worked in a junior high school, 15 in senior high schools, 12 taught at university, 43 in private language schools, and 15 marked the option “other”. The average teaching experience of the respondents ranged from 12 months to 29 years with the mean at 9 years. 

The mini-questionnaire consisted of a set of 8 statements to be assessed by the respondent on a four-point Likert scale (agree – rather agree – rather disagree – disagree), as well as a ranking task where teachers were supposed to evaluate each component of Byram's model on a five-point scale from 1 – least important, to 5 – most important. A four-point Likert scale was used in the survey to elicit straightforward agree-disagree statements from teachers, therefore the “undecided” option was omitted. Two of the statements referred to developing CCA, another two tapped teachers' general beliefs on IC, the third couple of statements asked about teachers' own teaching practices with respect to IC, and final two statements referred to teachers' ideas of their own intercultural competence (See Appendix A). 

The main aim of the case study was to gain a deeper insight into language teachers' beliefs and attitudes and to find out about their actual classroom practices, with a view to gathering relevant information on how intercultural aspects are reflected in what is being taught and learnt in L2 lessons. In the case study of three female EFL secondary-school teachers, three different research tools were
 used to collect the data: (a) a semi-structured individual interview, (b) classroom observation and (c) a focus-group discussion. The questions in the interviews referred to teachers' cultural background, their understanding of the model as well as their opinion on developing CCA, and their beliefs concerning the alleged relation between discussing controversial topics and developing CCA. A detailed observation sheet was prepared and used at the observation stage in 45 observed lessons, to collect the data about teachers' teaching practice. The focus-group discussion was an opportunity to discuss the issues together and somehow summarize what had been previously mentioned in the interviews. What has just been said about the research project indicates that the study embraced both quantitative and qualitative data.
4. Results



It seems important to begin with the ranking task, as it asked a crucial question in terms of the importance of critical cultural awareness as an aspect of intercultural competence. With reference to the 5 elements, or savoirs, of Byram's model the most important are the skills of discovery and interaction according to the respondents (See Table 1). Second in the ranking comes knowledge of one’s own and other cultures. The least important constituent, after attitudes and skills of interpreting and relating, is critical cultural awareness. This demonstrates that the aforementioned hierarchy of the components, implicit in the model itself, is also reflected in the teachers' answers. The initial hypothesis that teachers consider CCA least important is confirmed by the ranking task results.
Table 1. Importance of CCA vis-à-vis other components of IC
	No.
	Savoir
	Mean

	1.
	Skills of discovery and interaction
	4.23

	2.
	Knowledge
	4.13

	3.
	Attitudes
	3.41

	4.
	Skills of interpreting and relating
	3.39

	5.
	Critical cultural awareness
	3.28



Four out of 8 statements from the mini-questionnaire were related to teachers' beliefs on developing CCA and intercultural competence as part of EFL teaching and learning (See Figure 2). As many as 85% of the respondents declare their conviction that shaping students' cultural identity is one of the goals of EFL teaching, which indicates that teachers recognize cultural identity as a vital aspect in L2 didactics and consider the educational dimension of CCA important. Most respondents indicate that they discuss intercultural differences in their lessons, though information about how frequently this happens was not elicited. Respondents seem to be aware of the changing role of English as a Lingua Franca in the non-native cross-cultural communication. A vast majority of the respondents (94%) also agree that IC can be developed at any level of student's proficiency. This seems to be a very important declaration, as the sooner intercultural competence is introduced and included in the EFL teaching and learning, the more will students be able to benefit.


The respondents' declarations concerning their own teaching practice are less strong and more diverse (See Figure 3). The statement which appear to have most equally distributed answers refer to the choice of the textbooks. Fifty-seven percent agree that the cultural content is important for choosing a textbook; however, a considerable number of teachers disagree with this statement. This suggests that teachers' teaching practice connected with choosing an appropriate textbook as their main resource seems to be less focused on intercultural content. Most of the teachers admit that they have enough time to discuss intercultural topics with their students. It seems that lack of time is not their excuse for not implementing IC into their teaching practice. As regards the respondents' self-awareness of their own intercultural competence, teachers seem to be less sure and less teachers strongly agreed with the statement. In general, teachers exhibit quite positive attitudes towards the idea of CCA and IC, yet seem to be more hesitant while talking about their teaching practice.
Figure 2. Survey results – teachers' opinion on CCA and IC 
[image: image2.jpg]Linguistic Sociolinguistic Discourse
competence [ 7| competence competence
Intercultural
competence
Interpreting/Relating Discoverylinteraction

kil (savoir comprende) Skills (savoir aire)

Critical Cultural Awareness

Knowledge (savoir) X (savoir s'engager)

/

Atttudes (savoir étre)





Figure 3. Survey results – teachers' practices
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The results of the case study show a less positive image of the situation in the EFL classroom in Poland with respect to implementing and developing intercultural competence in general, and critical cultural awareness in particular. As the teachers admitted honestly during the interviews that intercultural competence is not a priority of their teaching and referred to a number of obstacles to implementing IC in the EFL lessons, even though they considered it an integral part of foreign language teaching. According to the interviewed teachers, the biggest barriers to implementing intercultural competence are: time restrictions, students' immaturity and lack of motivation, students' insufficient linguistic proficiency or lack of proper intercultural training. Secondly, the subjects seemed to have problems with understanding the particular elements of Byram's model and the idea of CCA as such. After I briefly explained what CCA was and asked them to define the concept in their own words, they appeared to focus mostly on the aspect of perceiving the other culture from a more distant perspective, and missed the essential insight into one's own cultural identity, which CCA emphasises. While discussing intercultural competence, the teachers focused mostly on the knowledge of other countries' traditions, habits, history or geography. Although the subjects agreed that English was an international tool for communication, which considerably affected the goals of EFL didactics, this declaration was not reflected in their lessons, as for instance, 2/3 of the cultural references in the observed lessons were made to the English-speaking countries. There were a few incidents of explicit reference to the cultural aspect or context of a grammatical or lexical form. For example, one of the teachers explained the idiom it's raining cats and dogs referring to the British cultural and social context. Another teacher discussed the difference between British and Polish ways of having a small talk or asking people for help, or asked students about typical Scottish meals. 


Another aspect worth consideration is the teachers' opinion on discussing controversial issues with students. Generally, the subjects agreed that controversial topics, including current political issues, were an integral part of an EFL lesson, and concluded by saying that it was a good opportunity for raising students' critical cultural awareness. But, as the actual observations revealed, two teachers avoided controversies raised during the lesson. In one case, a student referred to the situation in Crimea and the difficult political relations between Ukraine and Russia. The topic was mentioned during one of the speaking tasks in which the students were supposed to ask questions to some famous people. A group of students decided to ask famous politicians, including Vladimir Putin and Angela Merkel about the current affairs in the world. The teacher seemed to be surprised and unprepared to discuss such delicate and sensitive topics with their teenage students, and left it without a comment. The three teachers observed spent most of their time on explaining and drilling grammar items and on preparing their students to exams. All this indicates that the classroom reality considerably differs from teachers' declarations and beliefs: teachers' declare that intercultural competence is one of the goals of the EFL teaching, although they do not spend much time on developing it in their lessons focusing mostly on lexis and grammar. Another striking difference is in respondents' beliefs that English has become the tool for intercultural communication and that EFL lessons should prepare to live in a global world, yet most of the references were made to the culture of English speaking countries – the UK and the US. Teachers' opinions that discussing controversial issues in EFL lessons is important and should be done in the classroom, the observations revealed that teachers were not ready to discuss such topics and avoided answering students' difficult questions.

The focus-group discussion brought to light three needs related to intercultural issues considered important by the discussants. Firstly, there is a need for teacher training that would help student-teachers gain relevant abilities. One of the subjects frankly admitted that she avoided cultural issues because she felt not competent enough to deal with them. The teacher mentioned lack of sufficient knowledge and lack of adequate intercultural training during her tertiary education.  
Secondly, Polish EFL teachers appear to think of critical cultural awareness as an important element of L2 development: they referred to it in the focus group discussion many times. As one of the teachers pointed out, “when we, teachers, reach out for our own materials and our own experiences and, for example, by talking about our holidays and how we challenged our stereotypical thinking, this enables our students to open to other cultures.” 

Thirdly, there is a need to develop tolerance for the otherness in the Polish educational context. As one of the teachers put it, “when my students use politically incorrect and stereotypical phrases in my lessons I have to react and say that our country is very homogeneous and that we have a strong national identity and that we are not tolerant enough. We have to be tolerant and we do it by means of our language.” 

There are some limitations to this study that should be discussed. The sample group of the mini-case study was relatively small and it would be difficult to generalize the results. The issue of one's identity and cultural awareness is a highly sensitive aspect, which could be also often hard to talk about. There should be more time spent on observing the teachers and possibly collecting the data from the students as well. 


As the presented above research study is only a starting point for a more comprehensive research study, I have identified four main perspectives on EFL teaching that would be worth investigating. Firstly, it would be reasonable to investigate the EFL students' perspective on the intercultural goals and needs in general, and their beliefs on raising critical cultural awareness during their language education in particular. It would be, then, possible to compare and relate teachers' responses with the views of the recipients of the teaching-learning process. Secondly, it would be valuable to gain insight into the beliefs and attitudes of the pre-service teachers at the Polish universities on the idea of implementing CCA into teacher education syllabi.
5. Conclusions

As the mini-survey results and the case-study data presented above reveal, the teachers' declarations about their beliefs concerning intercultural competence are very positive and the respondents seem to understand the importance of intercultural competence, yet their declarations regarding their teaching practice seem to be more optimistic than the observed classroom reality. The questionnaire data reveal positive attitudes toward the general idea of intercultural competence and consider culture an integral part of EFL lessons. The teachers surveyed appear to be aware of the challenges of the global and intercultural context of EFL teaching. However, the respondents seem to be less involved into intercultural practice. Intercultural competence is a neglected aspect of EFL instruction, even though it is considered one of the goals of foreign language teaching and learning. The focus on students' linguistic competence and preparation for final exams in English predominate. As intercultural competence is not an explicit element of high-stake exams in Poland, one may observe a negative backwash effect with respect to developing IC in general, and critical cultural awareness in particular.  


As the interviews and observations revealed, the discrepancy between the teachers' beliefs and their practices may stem from the lack of proper and adequate intercultural training during their tertiary education. Foreign language teachers may have intuitively understood that critical cultural awareness is an important element of intercultural competence, yet they tend to think of culture as a body of knowledge about the target language countries to be taught and learned. This suggests that there is a need for critical cultural awareness, as it is the necessary condition for developing intercultural competence in the pre-service teacher education as well as in-service teacher training. The results of the study show that teachers consider intercultural competence important and one can assume that they seem to be ready to improve their own skills and abilities. They should be equipped with adequate techniques, so that they could take advantage of the opportunities to discuss sensitive yet meaningful issues in the classroom.  


As it has been repeatedly argued, critical cultural awareness may help teachers and students tackle intercultural problems, such as fear of the other, stereotyping, othering, or misunderstanding. Though difficult as it may seem, raising teachers' and students' critical cultural awareness does not require any special materials or any particular arrangements. Any written or spoken text from a textbook may be used to raise students' both linguistic and cultural awareness by asking the right kind of questions. There are many different ways of developing cultural awareness, such as the use of drama or storytelling in EFL classroom (Fleming, 1998; Tarasheva, Davcheva, 2001; Williams, 2001; Mihułka, 2012). To implement critical cultural awareness in the EFL lessons the only thing that a teacher needs is his/her own ability to think critically, reflect, question and understand, often ambiguous, issues.
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Appendix A. 

Questionnaire

Indicate to what extent you agree or disagree with the following statements. Circle the letter.
1. I talk with my students about cultural differences and the intercultural communication problems during my EFL lessons.

A. Agree

B. Rather agree


C. Rather disagree

D. Disagree

2. Intercultural competence should be developed irrespective of students' linguistic proficiency.

A. Agree

B. Rather agree


C. Rather disagree

D. Disagree

3. I feel unsure when I discuss intercultural issues.

A. Agree

B. Rather agree


C. Rather disagree

D. Disagree

4. I consider cultural content important while choosing a textbook.

A. Agree

B. Rather agree


C. Rather disagree

D. Disagree

5. EFL lessons should prepare students for living in a global world.

A. Agree

B. Rather agree


C. Rather disagree

D. Disagree

6. One of the EFL teaching goals is to shape student' cultural identity.

A. Agree

B. Rather agree


C. Rather disagree

D. Disagree

7. I am an interculturally competent teacher.

A. Agree

B. Rather agree


C. Rather disagree

D. Disagree

8. I don't have enough time to discuss cultural topics in my classroom.

A. Agree

B. Rather agree


C. Rather disagree

D. Disagree

One of the models of intercultural competence consists of five factors. Please, rank the elements on order of importance on a 5-point scale, where 1 – the least important and  5 – the most important.
___ knowledge 

___ skills of interpreting and relating

___ skills of discovery and interaction 
___ attitudes 
___ critical cultural awareness
workplace: kindergarten / primary school / secondary school / college / private language school / other
years of experience: ______
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