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Abstract:  

There has been an increase in the importance of the cultural aspect in teaching and learning 

foreign languages, and teachers nowadays are supposed to stimulate the acquisition and 

development of intercultural competence in their students. Foreign language teaching and 

learning should be regarded from an intercultural perspective. The foreign language classes can 

be the link between the two cultures by which students have the opportunity to discover other 

values, mentalities, and facets of life. In doing this, a new vision should be taken into 

consideration, in which the teacher naturally and harmoniously combines the linguistic and 

cultural elements in the educational process during all types of lessons, irrespective of the topic 

being dealt with, or whether they focus on grammar or vocabulary issues. The culture and 

civilization notions must not be regarded separately, but should be integrated in the activities 

meant to develop the four language skills. This paper highlights the role of foreign language 

teachers in developing intercultural competence, the didactic activities used in forming the 

cadets’ intercultural competence, pointing to the way in which this competence is achieved in 

the military higher education environment as well. 
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Introduction 

In the last two decades, the Romanian armed forces have taken part in an increasing number of 

diverse military operations, including peace-making, peacekeeping, search and rescue, 

humanitarian, medevac tasks. Since within these operations the military personnel come into 

contact and have to work side by side with the staff pertaining to other cultures, they should be 

educated and trained in advance with regard to the cultural differences they will encounter. 

Therefore, our cadets need to be endowed with the necessary intercultural competence that will 

ensure the efficiency of the multinational operations. 

In recent years, there have been given many definitions of intercultural competence.  According 

to UNESCO, intercultural competence represents “having adequate relevant knowledge about 

particular cultures, as well as general knowledge about the sorts of issues arising when 

members of different cultures interact, holding receptive attitudes that encourage establishing 

and maintaining contact with diverse others, as well as having the skills required to draw upon 

both knowledge and attitudes when interacting with others from different cultures.” [1] Another 
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relevant definition belongs to the American researcher Deardorff who states that intercultural 

competence is “the ability to develop targeted knowledge, skills and attitudes that lead to 

visible behaviour and communication that are both effective and appropriate in intercultural 

interactions.”[2] Hence, in our view, the concept of intercultural competence refers to an 

individual’s ability to adapt his/her attitude, behaviour, knowledge in linguistically and 

culturally complex circumstances, the manner in which people from different cultures and 

having diverse backgrounds successfully interact with others.  

Due to the fact that language and culture are closely related, the teaching and learning of foreign 

languages is an intercultural dialogue during which the terrain for a possible encounter with a 

different world is prepared and the negative consequences of the impact of the cultural shock 

produced by this encounter are avoided. The foreign language classes provide the conditions 

for analysing and interpreting the existing differences between the native culture and the 

foreign one, leading to the discovery and understanding of these differences not only through 

the simple clichés that have been formed on other nationalities over the years, but also through 

a positive attitude towards a foreign interlocutor and openness towards the world he/she comes 

from.  

 

Main Part:  

The role of foreign language teachers in developing intercultural competence. Once the 

dimension of culture has been recognized to language, the foreign language teachers have been 

experiencing a period of great change. The Common European Framework for Foreign 

Languages (CEFFL) [3] highlights the acquisition of cultural aspects in the process of teaching 

and learning a foreign language, making it a mandatory requirement not only from the point of 

view of communicating efficiently, but also from an active and constructive perspective that 

can be further applied at a social, professional and cultural level. The foreign language classes 

ought to be the link between the two cultures by which students have the opportunity to 

discover other values, mentalities and realities of life. Moreover, the intercultural competence 

described and analysed by the CEFFL is insisted upon as a major objective of a foreign 

language. Acquiring the linguistic competence during the foreign language class is important, 

but no longer sufficient.  Language does not represent a simple tool for communication 

consisting in the factual transmission of information, but a cultural treasure incorporating the 

history and evolution of a people that throughout its existence has gathered attitudes, values, 

mentalities, beliefs, behavioural patterns, a whole existential philosophy. Thus, the history of 

a people, the social norms and foundations of a society are essential factors in understanding 

the culture and civilization of that people. In this context, the individuals learning a foreign 

language must be aware that this process implies the appropriate understanding and 

interpretation of the ethno-socio-cultural elements specific to the target language. It is 

important to underline the fact that intercultural competence consists of knowledge, skills and 

attitudes, along with the values and beliefs an individual cherishes due to having a particular 

social identity. In developing intercultural competence, the foreign language teacher has to pay 

equal attention to these three components.  
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Students definitely need some factual information about the specific culture they will interact 

with, but this has to be complemented by a wide range of topics that cover as much information 

about that culture as possible. An important role of the teacher is that of developing the 

students’ intercultural attitudes by arousing their interest, curiosity and openness to another 

culture. Besides knowledge and attitudes, the students must also be endowed with the skills of 

discovery and interaction, of comparing and interpreting authentic documents from another 

culture and of relating them to events from their own. [4]  

Therefore, the role of the foreign language teacher is to develop some knowledge of a particular 

culture, as well as the necessary skills and attitudes. Once the necessary knowledge and skills 

have been acquired by the students, there will be a change in their attitudes and sensitivity to 

the social patterns, norms. 

Contribution of teaching foreign languages to shaping intercultural competence in the 

military higher education environment. The training of the Land Forces cadets has to take into 

consideration the intercultural aspect of the communication competence. Teachers must 

translate the intercultural competence into clear learning outcomes and correlate them with a 

series of didactic strategies and activities that will focus on the cadets’ acquiring the necessary 

intercultural knowledge, skills and attitudes, thus allowing them to interact and take appropriate 

action depending on the situation they will be confronted with within the military operations 

they will take part in. We underline the fact that the acquisition of this type of competence 

should be based on a holistic academic system of education and viewed from an 

interdisciplinary perspective in which all the subject matters, especially the social and 

humanistic sciences, are culturally-oriented from the point of view of the content teachers 

introduce in the syllabus, trying to address not only the knowledge component of the 

intercultural competence, but also the components of skills and attitudes. Among the 

disciplines that can mould these skills, foreign languages play the most important role because 

culture is inextricably linked to language. The social  and cultural elements cannot be 

correspondingly approached, understood and interpreted without mastering a certain level of 

language proficiency. In the context of developing intercultural competence, language 

proficiency is of paramount importance. Being mindful of the changes that are currently 

occurring in the military context, hence of the various missions the Land Forces cadets will 

have to take part in and work within the multinational formations on the international theatres 

of operation, the English language teachers have introduced in the syllabus culturallyoriented 

topics that respond to the new needs. In coming in contact with the target culture, at first they 

may categorically reject the new social and cultural elements, but then their whole attitude 

changes, becoming tolerant and respectful to the new culture, understanding and critically 

interpreting the similarities and differences they observe. Within the didactic activities in class, 

the teachers go beyond language acquisition, so that learners absorb not only the information 

on the British and American culture, but also get sensitive to the cultural differences that might 

have an impact in today’s military environment. In order to develop their intercultural 

communication competence, cadets are required to analyse the ideas in the written documents, 
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to express opinions, to compare and summarize, to make hypotheses, to negotiate, to deliver 

oral presentations and give briefings.  

Conclusions: Since language is a linguistic and social phenomenon, the intercultural 

perspective supposes a communication competence based on the interlocutors’ ability to 

adequately identify and use the social and cultural aspects within the linguistic interactions. 

From the point of view of understanding, the student must have the competences necessary for 

correctly identifying, recognizing and interpreting the interlocutor’ s attitudes and behaviours 

involving gestures, historical or cultural elements. 

Therefore, learning a foreign language must prepare the student for real life situations, for 

various intercultural changes and experiences. This process must not be confined to simulating 

communication situations, but should allow the student to accomplish various tasks that are not 

merely linguistic. The main objective of these tasks is to prepare students for their professional 

career, on the one hand, and to make them assume responsibility for their learning, on the other 

hand. This provides them the opportunity of becoming social actors, having the competence to 

solve concrete tasks and be autonomous. The personal independence they gain during the 

intercultural learning process will prove to be very useful in their active professional life which 

imposes more and more demands and responsibilities nowadays.  
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