
 

 

 
 
 
Key Idea 2: 
 

Conceptual and 
intercultural learning 
 
 
 

 

Authors and facilitators 

Associate Professor Angela Scarino 

Dr Michelle Kohler 

  



 

 

2 | Key Idea 2: Conceptual and intercultural learning  

 

Key Idea 2 

Aim 

To develop language teachers’ knowledge of contemporary understandings of the underpinning concepts of 

language, culture, and learning in language/s education, and enable them to examine their own understandings 

and consider their application in practice. 

Objectives 

Participants: 

 expand understandings of contemporary views of the key concepts of language, culture, learning and 

interculturality and their role in interpreting, creating and exchanging meaning, 

 consider a multilingual and intercultural orientation recognising the shift away from native speaker norms 

in languages teaching and learning, 

 explore the shift to concept oriented learning and the relationship between language and substantive 

content,  

 consider the characteristics of an intercultural orientation including personalisation, reflection and 

reflexivity, within a developmental perspective, 

 reflect on the position of language teachers and their roles as models of being multilingual and 

intercultural. 

TfEL connections 

Domain 2 - Create safe conditions for rigorous learning 

2.4 - challenge students to achieve high standards with appropriate support;  

Domain 3 - Develop expert learners 

3.2 - foster deep understanding and skilful action;  

3.3 - explore the construction of knowledge. 

Domain 4 - Personalise and connect learning  

4.1 - build on learners’ understandings;  

4.2 - connect learning to students’ lives and aspirations;  

4.4 - communicate learning in multiple modes.   



 

 

3 | Key Idea 2: Conceptual and intercultural learning  

 

Program design and facilitation 

Associate Professor Angela Scarino and Dr Michelle Kohler 

Research Centre for Languages and Cultures, University of South Australia 

 

Co-facilitators 

Ms Kate Loechel 

Dr Kathy Purvis  

Research Centre for Languages and Cultures, University of South Australia 

 

With the participation of Professor Joseph Lo Bianco 

Melbourne Graduate School of Education, University of Melbourne  
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Handout 1 – Task 1: Discussion of excerpts  

 

Language 

Language is open, dynamic, energetic, constantly evolving and personal. It has no fixed boundaries, but is rather 

made of hybrids and endless varieties resulting from language being creative, expressive, interactive, contact- and 

dialogue-based, debated, mediated and negotiated.  

Language is a unique phenomenon as it is personal and individual and varies drastically from one user to another. 

“Indeed, no two individuals speak exactly the same language” (Dawson, 2001, p. 1). Words are there, yet the 

choice of words and forms of expression differ among individuals, as they are used in different ways by different 

individuals at different points in time, in different contexts and domains, and on different topics. Individuals 

constantly make choices, consciously or not, with regard to how to use language, through the selection of words, 

grammatical structures and other linguistic features.  (Shohamy, 2007:4) 

Shohamy, E. 2007. Language Policy: Hidden Agendas and New Approaches. Routledge, London and New York. 

 

Culture 

Cultures as national attributes  

One way of understanding culture has been to see it as the particular attributes of a national group. …cultures are 

understood as being bounded by geographic borders and are constituted by the inhabitants of those borders in an 

undifferentiated way. It is a view of culture that sees culture as existing only as a singular phenomenon for any 

group and such cultures are typically labelled in terms of national affiliations: American culture, British culture, 

French culture, Japanese culture, etc. Such national cultures may be expanded by recognising cultural subgroups 

within the territory of the overarching national group – the culture of ethnic minorities, of social classes or other 

recognisable groupings.  

Cultures as societal norms  

This approach seeks to describe cultures in terms of the practices and values that typify them…Within this 

paradigm cultural competence is defined as knowing about what people from a given cultural group are likely to 

do and understanding the cultural values placed upon certain ways of acting or upon certain beliefs. 
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Cultures as symbolic systems 

From this perspective, cultures can be understood as a system of shared meanings that make collective sense of 

experience which allow for experience to be communicated and interpreted as being meaningful. … …Culture 

learning, therefore, becomes a way to develop the interpretative resources needed to understand cultural 

practices rather than exposure to information about a culture. 

Cultures as practices  

In a view of culture as practices, culture is dialogic: … they are created through the actions of individuals and in 

particular through the ways in which they use language. This means that meanings are not simply shared, 

coherent constructions about experience but rather can be fragmented, contradictory and contested within the 

practices of a social group because they are constituted in moments of interaction.  

Culture for language teaching and learning  

Culture is not simply a body of knowledge but a framework in which people live their lives, communicate and 

interpreted shared meanings, and select possible actions to achieve goals. Seen in this way, it becomes 

fundamentally necessary to engage with the variability inherent in any culture. This involves a movement away 

from the idea of a national culture to recognition that culture varies with time, place and social category and for 

age, gender, religion, ethnicity and sexuality (Norton, 2000). Different people participate in different groups and 

have multiple memberships within their cultural group, each of which can and does affect the presentation of the 

self within the cultural context (Tajfel & Turner, 1986). The variability is not limited to membership of sub-cultures 

but extends to the ways in which the individual participates within his/her cultures. People can resist, subvert or 

challenge the cultural practices to which they are exposed in both their first culture and in additional cultures they 

acquire. Moreover, individual members enact the culture differently and pay different levels of attention to the 

cultural norms that operate in their society; interactions within a cultural context have the potential to reshape 

the culture (Paige et al., 1999). 

Although there will be some place for cultural facts in a language curriculum, it is more important to study culture 

as a process in which learners engage rather than as a closed set of information that he/she will be required to 

recall (Liddicoat, 2002). Viewing culture as a dynamic set of practices rather than as a body of shared information 

engages the idea of individual identity as a more central concept in understanding culture. Jayasuriya (1990) 

suggests that … culture [is] a blueprint for action…individuals select from this cultural blueprint in order to act 

appropriately, but not reductively, in different social contexts within the same culture…although individuals’ use 

of language is to a certain extent “bound” by their native cultural blueprint, they are also capable of creating a 

personal unique expression.  
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Relationship between language and culture 

From an intercultural perspective, linguistic form is not simply a structural feature of language. Instead, “every 

language embodies in its very structure a certain world view, a certain philosophy” (Wierzbicka, 1979, p. 313). 

Acts of communication are made up of structural elements: lexicon, morphology, syntax, etc. Each of these forms 

part of a culturally contexted system of meaningful elements that embed any utterance within a particular cultural 

frame. The influence of culture on linguistic forms is best recognised in the lexicon, in which words are seen as 

embodying culturally contexted conceptual systems.  

Cultural and intercultural  

A cultural perspective implies the development of knowledge about a culture, which remains external to the 

learner and is not intended to confront or transform the learner’s existing identity, practices, values, attitudes, 

beliefs and world view. An intercultural perspective implies the transformational engagement of the learner in the 

act of learning. The goal of learning is to decentre learners from their pre-existing assumptions and practices and 

to develop an intercultural identity through engagement with an additional culture. The borders between self and 

other are explored, problematised and redrawn. In taking an intercultural perspective in language teaching and 

learning, the central focus for culture learning involves more than developing knowledge of other people and 

places (Liddicoat, 2005b). It involves learning that all human beings are shaped by their cultures and that 

communicating across cultures involves accepting that one’s own and one’s interlocutors’ assumptions and 

practices are formed within a cultural context and are influenced by the cultures in which they are formed, also 

acknowledging the diverse ways that assumptions and practices are at play in communication. Learning another 

language can be like placing a mirror up to one's own culture and to one's own assumptions about how 

communication happens, what particular messages mean and what assumptions one makes in daily life.  

 

Liddicoat, A. J. & Scarino, A. 2013. Intercultural language teaching and learning, Wiley-Blackwell: New York and 

Oxford, Ch. 2. pp. 11-25 
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Handout 2 – Task 2: Analysing a text  

Note: The following texts and task have been chosen to illustrate an intercultural orientation. As such, the texts 

and task are in English as a shared language of participants but would, in a languages classroom, be in the target 

language with some or all questions in the target language also. 

Text 1: True Blue Genius 

 

This text has been removed for copyright protection.
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Text 2: Property Prices – adapted from: 

Property prices aren't the only reason families are swapping houses for apartments 

Source: https://www.abc.net.au/life/lifestyle-benefits-raising-children-in-an-apartment-in-australia/11172530 

  

This text has been removed for copyright protection.

https://www.abc.net.au/life/lifestyle-benefits-raising-children-in-an-apartment-in-australia/11172530
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Text 3: Night Owls 

 

This text has been removed for copyright protection.



 

 

25 | Key Idea 2: Conceptual and intercultural learning  

 

Part A: Read the texts closely and complete the following: 

Text What types of texts are 

these? 

What is the purpose of each? What is the main idea you get from 

each text? Give each text a title that 

fits the main idea. 

1.  

 

 

   

2. 

 

 

   

3. 

 

 

   

 

Part B: Now, look closely at the language of each text. Find at least one example from each text of language that 

reflects something about culture and complete the following: 

Examples of language used What does it mean? How does it reflect culture? 

1.  

 

 

  

2. 

 

 

  

3. 
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Part C: Discuss your examples and consider what these texts tell you about… 

 

 the specific language and culture 

 

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………... 

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………... 

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………... 

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………... 

 

 language and culture in general  

 

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………... 

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………... 

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………... 

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………... 

 

 communication 

 

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………... 

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………... 

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………... 

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………... 
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Handout 4 – Task 4: Identifying concepts  

Extract from ACARA Curriculum Design Paper (ACARA and Scarino 2014) Section 3: Curriculum structure and design specifications 

The descriptions of concepts, text types, processes and sequences given here are illustrative. They are neither comprehensive nor exhaustive. 

Strands and  

sub-strands 
Concepts Text types Processes 

Communicating  Using language for communicative purposes in interpreting, creating and exchanging meaning 

1.1: Socialising Interacting orally and in writing to exchange ideas, opinions, experiences, thoughts and feelings; and participating in planning, negotiating, 
deciding and taking action  

 friendship (experiences, values, conflict, 
reconciliation) 

relationships (family, generations)  

leisure  

celebration 

neighbourhood (geography, distance, environment) 

etiquette (greetings, politeness)  

naming 

attitude  

education (learning, knowledge) 

journey 

community 

time 

space/place 

negotiation 

health/wellbeing 

Conversation: face-to-face interaction; telephone 
conversations; online/digital exchanges; 
participating in shared communicative activities, 
discussions, debates  

Correspondence:  

emails, text messages, class blog/chat forums, 
notes, invitations, greeting cards, letters, postcards  

 

listening, speaking, reading and writing 
expressing preferences and feelings 
comparing 

negotiating  

making decisions and arrangements  

giving and following instructions  

inviting, accepting and declining  

discussing/ commenting 

expressing 

justifying  

explaining  

persuading  

advising 

describing 

debating 

transacting 
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interconnection across concepts and actions thanking 

planning and participating  

1.2: Informing Obtaining, processing, interpreting and conveying information through a range of oral, written and multimodal texts; developing and applying 
knowledge.  

 

 

 

sustainability (environment, habitat, ecology) 
representation (media, public/private life, 
representations/images) 

time (routine)  

past (history, figures)  

discovery (science, travel, adventure, frontiers, 
danger) 

evaluation 

interconnection across concepts and actions  

 

 

A wide variety of informative texts in a range of 
modes and media, including announcements, 
surveys/interviews, documentaries, podcasts, talks, 
speeches, YouTube clips, documentary-style videos, 
tables, maps, brochures, advertisements, notices, 
blogs, web articles, newspaper articles, magazines, 
reports, instructions.  

 

listening, speaking, reading and writing 
locating 

recording/noting 

classifying, tabulating, matching 
sequencing and ordering  

transposing  

comparing  

summarising  

applying 

using 

presenting  

persuading  

reporting  

describing  

interpreting  

representing  

connecting/relating  

1.3: Creating Engaging with imaginative experience by participating in, responding to and creating a range of texts such as stories, songs, drama and music  

Students respond to and create imaginative texts.  

 

 

 

imagination (fact, fiction, inner/private world, 
social/public world) 

emotion (romance, love/affection, suffering, fear, 
pain)  

song/rap  

rhymes  

poetry  

film  

listening, speaking, reading and writing 
creating/re-creating 

performing 

expressing  



29 | Key Idea 2: Conceptual and intercultural learning 

beauty (admiration, people, places, ideas) power 
(law, rules, opposition, reform)  

journey (challenge, struggle, adventure)  

freedom (expression, liberty, activism, opportunity) 

morality 

character 

experience (sequence; lifeworld) 

interconnection across concepts and actions 

 

literature  

cartoons  

stories 

dramatic representations  

narratives 

descriptions 

recounts  

 

describing  

recounting  

captioning/labelling  

responding  

experimenting 

interpreting 

clarifying 

participating (in shared reading) 

elaborating 

1.4: Translating  Moving between languages and cultures orally and in writing, recognising different interpretations and explaining these to others  

 

 

 

equivalence  

representation (words, icons, symbols)  

linguistic landscape (language in the environment)  

individual (character, values, relationship) nation 
(origins, social order, politics, religion) taboo 
(transgression, respect, conformity) 
translatability/non-translatability  

sensitivity and empathy (values and beliefs, 
respect, tolerance) 

interconnection across concepts and actions 

translation (written)  

interpretation (oral)  

explanation (oral and written)  

 

translating 

interpreting 

explaining 

comparing translations  

comparing bilingual texts  

analyzing 

judging adequacy/evaluating 

considering the validity of different 
meanings 

connecting/relating interculturally 

re-contextualising 

1.5: Reflecting  Participating in intercultural exchange, questioning reactions and assumptions; and considering how interaction shapes communication and 
identity  

 

 

 

communication (participants, context, purpose, 
negotiation, effect) 

position in space and time (history, trajectory of 
experience)  

discussion 

dialogue  

autobiography/biography  

narrative 

reflecting 

noticing 

decentring’, or looking beyond the ‘first’ or 
primary language and culture 
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comfort/discomfort (agreement, disagreement, 
conflict, resolution, challenge), empathy (invitation, 
evaluation, acceptance, approval) 

membership 

memory 

judgment  

identity (bilingual/plurilingual, world view, values) 

face (sensitivity, respect) 

complexity  

multiplicity  

reflective literacy 

interconnection across concepts and actions 

recount  

intercultural reflective journal 

interviews 

questionnaires 

 

questioning assumptions 

eliciting and analysing responses/reactions  

experimenting 

clarifying 

responding 

finding connections between diverse 
experiences, knowledge and ways of 
seeing the world 

adjusting performance and perspective 
relative to others, and carrying this 
forward to subsequent experiences 

explaining 

Understanding  Analysing and understanding language and culture as resources for interpreting and shaping meaning in intercultural exchange  

2.1: Systems of language Understanding language as a system, including sound, writing, grammatical and textual conventions  

 system 

sound systems 

writing systems (characters, scripts, alphabets, 
punctuation) 

application  

 noticing  

analysing  

comparing  

applying 

explaining 

2.2: Language variation and change Understanding how languages vary in use (register, style, standard and non-standard varieties) and change over time and 
place  

 register (relationships, context, status, formality, 
authority) 

variation based on purpose, gender, social class, 
age, culture  

constraints and possibilities (respect and 
disrespect, silence and speech)  

 noticing  

analysing  

comparing  

explaining  
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time (day, generation, change over time, influence 
of past on present) 

place (geographical/virtual, proximity, distance)  

activity (actor, actions, responsibility)  

ecology  

2.3: The role of language and culture Analysing and understanding the role of language and culture in the exchange of meaning  

 ‘norms’ (normative assumptions and attitudes, 
social norms) 

sameness and difference (personal, social, cultural)  

stereotypes (generalization, assumption, 
judgement) 

attitudes, values, beliefs 

behaviours, practices 

 

 noticing  

comparing  

analysing  

reflecting  

explaining 

elaborating 

‘reading’ text through a cultural lens 

developing metacognititve awareness 

developing metalanguage to talk about 
intercultural communication  
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Handout 5 – Task 5: Working with concepts  

 

Concept 

Sub-concept 

 

Sub-concept 

 

Sub-concept 

Texts 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Language 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Texts 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Language 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Texts 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Language 
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Between session tasks 

 analyse and evaluate your existing teaching and learning program (e.g. one term/semester or one year) in 

terms of principles and characteristics of an intercultural orientation and review and redevelop the 

program accordingly 

 identify a concept (interculturally significant or cross-curricula) around which to plan and develop a short 

term program/unit and accompanying teaching materials 

 select a text as the basis for developing a multi-facted task, within an intercultural orientation, including  

using language and developing meta-understandings through questioning, interpreting, analyzing, 

reflecting, acting 

 investigate concepts from other learning areas and create a map/sequence across at least one year, 

identifying possible connection points with the language program through a set of objectives for the 

program 

 record a segment of your classroom teaching, and evaluate it in terms the principles and characteristics of 

an intercultural orientation, particularly focusing on your ways of mediating and overall stance 

 negotiate your own between session task with a Languages in Schools Project Officer. 

 




