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1. Introduction 

With developments in the internationalisation of Education, and globalization more generally, 

intercultural communication has long a daily reality for many people. Thus, intercultural learning is 

important for people everywhere. Learning to live together has been identified by UNESCO1 as one 

of four foundational pillars of education for the 21st century. Intercultural learning provides 

students with the knowledge, skills, attitudes, and intercultural awareness for their lives in 

communities that are becoming increasingly diverse in terms of languages, cultures, religions, and 

heritage. As a result, the development of intercultural communicative competence has been 

inserted into the new national teaching guidelines for English language teaching in Chinese 

universities. And recent calls from the Chinese Ministry of Education to promote intercultural 

learning have led to the production of many teaching resources focused on knowledge about 

different national cultures and skills for speaking in different communicative contexts. However, the 

complexities and dynamics of intercultural encounters have not been duly addressed. The RICH-Ed 

pedagogic framework and accompany modules have been designed to address the global as well as 

the national imperative for intercultural learning.  

Research suggests that intercultural learning cannot happen by itself and needs the support of 

formal instruction. The RICH-Ed (Resources for Interculturality in Chinese Higher Education) 

pedagogic framework and eight accompanying modules provide a specially designed package that 

supports intercultural learning in Chinese higher education. The package was developed 

collaboratively among English language and intercultural communication teachers and researchers 

from China and Europe, and is co-funded by the Erasmus+ Programme of the European Union2. The 

package is designed to be delivered primarily in conjunction with English language learning (e.g., to 

College English and English major students) in higher education in China. The package could also be 

used as a stand-alone course; the individual modules could accompany other intercultural learning 

resources; or they could complement other curricula areas (e.g., political and social education). It is 

important to remember that intercultural learning is a lifelong process of learning to understand self 

and others. Thus, the RICH-Ed package provides an introduction to and step in this journey.  

The RICH-Ed Pedagogic Framework (REPF), described here, is a supporting document for teachers in 

their teaching of the eight modules and their associated activities to their students/trainees. The 

REPF provides teachers/trainers with a description of the RICH-Ed approach—the theory, 

methodology, and teaching methods that inform the accompanying eight modules. These modules 

are designed to be taught face-to-face, or in some cases, online. Teachers (or trainers) will need to 

adapt the modules and associated activities to their own working contexts, considering the needs 

and abilities of their students. Therefore, the REPF and modules do no constitute a textbook; rather, 

                                                           
1. Delors, J. (1996). Learning: The Treasure Within. Report to UNESCO of the International Commission on Education for the 

21st Century, UNESCO Publication. 
2. The Erasmus+ project, Resources for Interculturality in Chinese Higher Education (RICH-Ed) (585733-EPP-1-2017-1-BE-

EPPKA2-CBHE-JP), is funded under the “Cooperation for innovation and the exchange of good practices: Capacity building 
in Higher Education” (KA2) initiative. 
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they offer resources for teachers to promote intercultural learning in their courses, and specifically, 

in their English language courses.  

On our RICH-Ed YouTube channel you can find a 34 minute video which explains the pedagogic 

framework and the eight accompanying modules: Intercultural learning in Chinese higher education: 

the RICH-Ed pedagogic framework - YouTube 

You can also find a video introducing the project: Intercultural learning in Chinese higher education: 

RICH-Ed project presentation - YouTube 

 

2. An overview of the modules 

The RICH-Ed package contains eight core modules. Each module consists (usually) of four activities, a 

set of learning objectives and outcomes, and assessment tasks (for and of learning, and which are 

formative).  

The RICH-Ed modules are designed to develop Chinese learners’ understanding of themselves and 

others through intercultural communication. The key idea in each module is that learners come to 

understand—through reflection, experience, and discussion—that their everyday realities are 

shaped in and through their communication with others: at home, in education, at work, in society. 

Learners come to understand the meaning of being a person living in both a community, a country, 

and global world where there is difference, diversity, and mobility within and across all types of 

border (e.g., social, educational, economic, ethnic, geographical, historical, linguistic, religious), and 

not merely state borders. The modules encourage learners to think beyond stereotypes (often based 

on countries, languages, and cultures), and instead, to recognise, appreciate, and enjoy their own 

and others’ multiplicity as individuals living together in society.  

The modules aim to prepare learners in the Chinese context for intercultural communication. By 

understanding and being exposed to different ways of thinking, being, speaking, acting, learners 

come to understand their own strengths and limitations in communicating with others both in China 

and beyond. Learners are encouraged to think about participating, and taking responsibility and 

action in their educational contexts, the workplace, and community, and nationally and globally, 

where they may encounter social, economic, and religious differences, multiple languages, and 

people who enact different identities from the learners themselves. The modules encourage 

learners to recognise and respond to injustices towards others, whether locally, nationally, or 

internationally; and to prepare learners for study abroad or communicating with people from other 

localities and backgrounds abroad (internationalisation) and in Chinese institutions 

(internationalisation at home). 

The table below presents the titles and descriptions of the eight modules. The themes addressed 

cover topics such as appreciating different values and ways of communicating; how people use 

power in communication; learning with and from students from other places (regions within China 

and other countries); communication for the workplace; how language can be used to represent 

people, but that individuals may apply different meanings to words; and the importance of listening 

for understanding.  

https://www.youtube.com/channel/UC6RRz2YbXpWr5DaTevYNIJQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xp0kDyS6vk0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xp0kDyS6vk0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rKYiXP65htY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rKYiXP65htY
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Activity overview 

Module Title 

1 Exploring and Practising Cultural Diversity at Home and Abroad 

This module invites learners to explore and practise cultural diversity in different contexts 

at home and abroad. This module aims to: 1) help learners explore how the concepts such 

as “cultural identity”, “small cultures” and “non-essentialism” are related to daily 

intercultural communication; 2) raise learners’ awareness of how different types of 

identities impact on communication with others; 3) help them understand ways in which 

people (re)construct and/or (re)negotiate their own and others’ multiple identities 

depending on experiences, encounters, contexts, and interlocutors; and 4) describe and 

appreciate cultural representations in different contexts.  

2 Intercultural Listening Through Online Story Circles 

This module aims to develop learners’ intercultural listening skills using the methodology 

of story circles. In this module learners listen to the experiences of others in small groups 

and learn to acknowledge that people’s lives are shaped by different experiences and 

values which people carry with them in society, as they grow, and as they engage with 

others. Through story circles this module aims to: (1) develop listening for understanding; 

(2) enhance deep and empathetic listening skills; and (3) practise multiple perspective 

taking.  

3 Interculturality: Language, Identity and Power Relations 

With four separate yet interrelated activities, this module aims to: (1) raise learners’ 

language and culture awareness of the complexities and diverse ways of identity 

expression; (2) enable learners to realise how people may use culturally different frames 

of reference when making sense of each other’s behaviour; (3) understand how 

individuals’ backgrounds, ( e.g., historical, regional, ethnic, personal, etc.) may influence 

perceptions of self and other; and (4) recognise how power relations are socially 

constructed and negotiated. The activities enable learners to explore how intercultural 

understanding can be achieved through critical, reflective, and experiential learning and 

open dialogue. 

4 Girlfriends, Boyfriends and Family: Reflecting on Intercultural Encounters 

This module focuses on analysing the unveiling of an individual’s identity, and cultural 

similarities and differences in cultural conflict. Through the critical analysis of an extract 

from a television talk show and a text transcribed from a film, the module aims to: (1) 

understand cultural similarities and differences; (2) raise learners’ awareness of how 

people’s backgrounds impact on their behaviour; (3) recognise the importance of shared 

understanding even when differences remain. 
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5 Cultural Transitions  

Studying in a different country can be an exciting and challenging experience for 

international students. However, they can also experience adjustment problems, 

particularly academic, socio-cultural, and psychological adjustment. This module raises 

learners’ cultural awareness through intercultural encounters. It helps learners to 

understand and engage in intercultural transition and learn from the communicators’ 

experience. It encourages learners to reflect on the reality that people from different 

cultural backgrounds may adopt different approaches of adaptation. 

6 Linguistic Landscaping: (Trans)languaging as Social and Cultural Practice 

In this module learners are taken on an exploratory journey of discovering the 

intercultural discourse dynamics of language use in online and offline public spaces. Four 

activities are designed to address the linguistic and sociocultural dimensions of linguistic 

landscapes. Through these activities learners are expected to: (1) gain knowledge and 

awareness of the multiple functions of linguistic landscapes in local and global, and online 

and offline situations; (2) learn how to relate the interpretation of visual environmental 

print to its complex historical, social, and cultural contexts, and (3) learn to interpret and 

respond to linguistic landscapes and virtual linguistic landscapes as interculturally 

competent and responsible global citizens. 

7 Thoughts on Flights: Travelling and Cultural Self-representations 

This module focuses on travel seen as a way of shaping cultures and societies as well as 

developing individual identities. Through the critical analysis of two promotional videos 

from Scandinavian Airlines and China Airlines, this module aims to: (1) raise learners’ 

awareness of how people present their collective and personal identity; (2) help them 

understand how messages related to cultural representations can be used for commercial 

purposes; (3) understand how discussions about identity can be interpreted as identity 

threat, and provoke aggressive reaction in some people. 

8 Employability: Workplace Practices as Small Cultures 

In this module, the modern workplace is seen as a small culture that is jointly constructed 

by its members through communicative events and practices. A key issue for participants 

in multicultural workplaces is how to make sense of the workplace practices and act 

effectively in organisational contexts. While acknowledging potential differences among 

the participants due to their socio-cultural backgrounds, this module understands the 

workplace as the product of dynamic processes through which the members jointly 

construct a shared culture via various communicative events and practices. This module 

aims to develop students’ skills and strategies for effective communication in a 

multicultural workplace, especially when they are new to a work environment.  
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Each of the modules draws from the REPF. Teachers are encouraged to use the REPF to familiarise 

themselves with the theoretical concepts that underpin each module. The glossary at the end of the 

REPF defines the key concepts and terms used in the REPF, and in the modules. Where appropriate, 

these concepts may also be included as a learning point for learners. The REPF also describes the 

methodology underpinning each of the modules (experiential learning), the learning objectives and 

outcomes that guide learners’ intercultural learning, and possible forms of assessment that may be 

used with the modules.  

When delivering the modules to learners, teachers will need to consider how to adapt the activities 

to accommodate diverse groups of learners, their abilities, and their institutional contexts. Some 

modules require more input from teachers and learners than others; some have greater 

expectations and requirements regarding English language level and reading, for example. Teachers 

should adapt the modules according to the level of their learners and their context. Although the 

modules and the accompanying REPF are in English, there is no expectation that the teaching and 

learning takes place in English. The materials may be taught in Chinese, and Chinese language may 

be used in instruction and learner discussions, or teachers may encourage their learners to 

translanguage, using both English and Chinese, and other multimodal forms of communication 

wherever possible and appropriate.  

3. The theoretical framework 

This section introduces the intercultural approach in the REPF, broadly described as 

“interculturality”.3 This approach is informed by the following key theoretical concepts (defined and 

discussed below) which are interrelated. Together, the concepts contribute towards providing an 

overall theoretical perspective that enables users of the REPF and modules to understand 

intercultural communication: 

 interculturality  

 resisting essentialism, that is, characterising or describing people in terms of common 

national or ethnic stereotypes 

 social constructionism, that is, understanding that intercultural communication is 

constructed in and through daily communication; 

 an anthropocosmic approach, also grounded in social constructionism, which acknowledges 

the Chinese context with its focus on the Confucian concept of ren (仁)—humanity or 

benevolence, the ethics of “being for others” and “being for both self and other”, dialogue, 

and the ethical principles of empathy and responsibililty; 

 small and large cultures, that is, cultures and societies are not understood as stable, unified 

objects (as in nation-state); instead, society is made up of many groups of people (small 

cultures); people move in and out of these groups, and shape new groups within their larger 

society (large culture); 

 identity, that is, the idea that individuals enact multiple identities (as family member, friend, 

leader in a group, employee/student, etc.) in their everyday lives—in their families, with 

friends, in education, and in the workplace; the role of these contexts, and the people in 

                                                           
3 Terms in bold and underlined in the REPF are explained in the glossary.  
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them, in shaping communication; and recognising and appreciating people’s multiple 

identities; 

 power relations, that is, how individuals use their positions in their context to shape 

communication with others; 

 intercultural competence, in particular, Byram’s (1997) five savoirs—knowledge, skills of 

interpretation, skills of discovery and interaction, attitudes, and critical cultural awareness—

which describe competent intercultural communication. 

 language, that is, language is understood as a means for communication, but 

simultaneously, in communication, the meanings individuals attribute to words may not be 

shared by others in their group, or even by others in society, or universally.  

The activities within each module aim to address these theories and concepts (in various ways and 

to varying degrees). Teachers can use the theories for themselves to further inform their 

understanding of interculturality. In addition, teachers can introduce learners to these concepts so 

they (learners) have a foundation for their intercultural learning, understand the reasons for and 

effects of certain ways of communicating, and the consequences of intercultural communication.  

Many of these concepts, and others appearing in the modules, are defined in the glossary and can 

be shared with learners. The terms included in the glossary are underlined and bolded. These 

concepts are presented next. While translations in Chinese have not been provided, teachers should 

make their own decisions about delivery in English, or Chinese, or both languages.  

Interculturality 

The concepts that underpin the broad term “interculturality” are introduced here and discussed in 

more detail in the sections that follow. In the modules learners experience intercultural 

encounters—spaces where people from different backgrounds (social, cultural, religious, ethnic, 

educational, national etc.) talk to each other. For example, learners can appreciate that skin colour 

does not preclude shared understandings about family, friendship, values. Each has the opportunity 

to engage with and learn from the other in the classroom context as they study together. Therefore, 

intercultural encounters are potential sites for intercultural learning as individuals recognise, 

understand, and interpret interactions with people who come from backgrounds which are different 

from their own (Holmes & O’Neill, 2012). These intercultural encounters may also be with people 

who share similarities but have different positions, understandings, or interpretations of events, 

interactions, or texts (e.g., friends may differ on the values they hold). Such learning can occur 

among individuals within and among small groups, or “small cultures” (discussed below) (Holliday, 

1999) as they recognise individual similarities and differences. 

Through intercultural communication, learners develop deeper and more complex understandings of 

events, interactions, and texts, which enables them to enrich their understanding of others and the 

contexts/places they inhabit. In the process and through reflection, learners also develop deeper 

insights into their own personal positions, identities, and the various groups to which they belong. 

They gain awareness of the limits of their own perspectives (or worldview). They begin to challenge 

their own stereotypes about others, and see the limitations of a “we”/”they” orientation to the 

world and others. In addition, learners become aware of how language can enhance, or deny, their 
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own—and others’—complexity, and their varied perspectives or positions (their multiple identities). 

For example, while there may be a Muslim student in the class wearing a headscarf, she is a student 

in the class learning alongside other students, sharing the routines of university life and engaging in 

activities on campus. She also has the identity of “student”—just like other students in the class, and 

she may also share the identity of “sister”, “daughter”, or perhaps “mother”. Learners come to 

appreciate that the label “Muslim” “otherises” the young woman, placing her in a category that may 

limit her identity (as a student, a young adult, a family member, etc.). In the REPF, this perspective is 

referred to as interculturality—how people demonstrate their (multiple) identities in everyday social 

interaction. But interculturality is more than just demonstrating identities. According to Borghetti et 

al., (2015; p. 31-32) interculturality refers to the “potential dynamics associated with interactions, to 

their situated nature and to the discursive contingencies developing in/across them”. Interculturality 

is therefore about how people communicate with one another, which rapidly moves beyond 

perceptions (which are often grounded in stereotypes), and initial impressions of someone else; it is 

also a process of intercultural learning generally attributed to intercultural encounters.  

Essentialising, and resisting essentialist descriptions of others 

When people communicate with one another, it can be an instinctive reaction to refer to 

stereotypes and other references about a person. These stereotypes and references may have been 

learned from the media, or from what people say about others (e.g., in the family, among friends), 

or possibly even through education when teachers teach students about people who come from 

different backgrounds, cultures, and countries. The modules are developed to challenge and counter 

these stereotypical or essentialist views. Essentialising others means characterising or describing 

people in terms of a common (often national or ethnic) stereotype—whereby a particular feature, 

behaviour, communication style or pattern is applied to all people in that culture, or group.  

Instead of essentialising or stereotyping, learners are encouraged to go beyond these stereotypes, 

and understand that individuals are complex and may choose to represent themselves in different 

ways. Individuals are unique, and speak and act, more or less, in accordance with the norms of the 

group, but also in ways that distinguish them from others in the group. And groups themselves are 

porous, flexible, and constantly shaped and reshaped by the communication of individuals within 

and outside of the groups. Therefore, to essentialise all individuals based on the perception of or 

communicative interaction with one individual, or one group, or one nation, is to deny the complex 

ways in which people in the group, community and/or nation may choose to (re)present themselves 

to others. At worst, essentialising can lead to racism, hate speech, and denial of religious, ethnic, 

gender and other forms of identity.  

An example of an essentialist way of speaking would be for a student at a university in the United 

Kingdom, and who is English (but, resisting the stereotype, may be from a Hindu family, and speak 

several languages) to say: “Chinese students like to go around in groups with other Chinese 

students”. This statement assumes that all Chinese students behave in this way, but it may not be 

the case. Another example is the stereotype “Westerners think Asians are hard working and good at 

maths”. Edward Said (1978), in his book Orientalism, has criticised this term “the West”, and its 

opposite, “the East”, for their lack of specificity: “East” of where? What is “East” for some, may be 

“West” for others. Similarly, “the Middle East” might also be defined as “West Asia”, depending on 
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one’s horizon or positioning. Thus, “Westerners” and “Asians” can be described as essentialist 

language.  

A further example of essentialising language can be seen in the following: if someone asks you: 

“Would you like to date with or marry someone from another country?”, the word “country” is 

problematic: not everyone in the specified country is the same. You might reply: “Well, I’d marry 

someone from country A, but not from country B”. However, the person you are talking about might 

have any number of identities (e.g., skin colour, language, ethnicity, religious beliefs, a certain socio-

economic status, a regional identity, a regional accent, a certain political affiliation, etc.). Also, as 

people move across localities, regions, even nations, their ways of communicating and living travel 

with them, and in the process, society becomes more diverse. So defining someone according to 

their country denies individuals’ complex and multiple identities, and ignores the complexity of our 

contemporary societies. Teachers need to be ready to probe such stereotypical attributions by 

asking follow-up questions that explore diversity such as: “Do you mean that all people in Country A 

have this identity/feature?”; “What do you know about people from Country A?; What similarities 

do they share? What differences?”. Teachers therefore need to be aware of how they frame 

questions to avoid these stereotypical attributions; or when they hear their learners uttering such 

stereotypes, they need to question and challenge those stereotypes.  

It is not uncommon that people generalise, stereotype, or essentialise from time to time as a starting 

point to make sense of (or interpret) the everyday world around them. However, it is important to 

be cautious of such generalisations (for reasons given above) and to look beyond them and seek 

deeper understandings of individuals and their multiple identities.  

Social constructionism 

In contrast to the essentialist approach that characterizes people in terms of common national or 

ethnic stereotypes, social constructionism “moves away from the ideas of the naturally given or 

taken for granted and questions the social and historical roots of phenomena”, and perceives reality 

and knowledge as socially constructed (Oxford Reference). Through their lived experience of 

everyday life, people gain knowledge and understanding of reality. Likewise, understandings of 

oneself and others is gained through understanding the ways that collective and individual 

experiences may define or influence people’s perceptions and behaviours as social beings. Thus, 

social constructionism enables a focus on how individuals make sense of the world they inhabit 

through communication with others; it also acknowledges the social structures that shape people 

and who has the power in the communication. Language contributes towards establishing and 

interpreting identities and power relations, and how individuals make sense of their reality.  

Thus, meanings are developed in coordination with others—through communication—rather than 

separately within each individual. The theory of social constructionism is important in the modules 

as it is concerned with human experiences and how people come to understand them (Berger & 

Luckmann, 1966). Furthermore, a social constructionist approach enables resistance to essentialism. 
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The anthropocosmic approach4 

While many scholars in China are developing theories of interculturality and intercultural 

communication, we have chosen to integrate into the REPF the anthropocosmic approach to 

intercultural learning developed by Jia Yuxin and colleagues (Jia, et al., 2019; Jia & Jia, 2016). There 

are three reasons for this. First, the approach incorporates important philosophical concepts 

inherent in Chinese social life and identity that require acknowledgement and understanding in 

intercultural communication in the Chinese context. These ideas may be useful to others who may 

be less familiar with these philosophical concepts. Second, next to interculturality, a perspective 

developed in the global North, an anthropocosmic approach offers a view of the world and cosmos 

as a whole and within the Chinese context. And third, it draws on social constructionism and ideas 

about interculturality, discussed above, in intercultural communication, encouraging learners to 

think beyond essentialist and stereotypical ideas about others.  

A key concept in the anthropocosmic approach is the Confucian concept of “ren”(仁)—humanity or 

benevolence, the ethics of “being for others” and “being for both self and other” (Tu, 2006). It has 

the connotations of a “morally good person as a critical self-reflective person” (akin to the Greek 

aphorism “know thyself”). Dialogue is central in shaping ren (仁). Through dialogue people 

(re)construct, (re)negotiate, and (co)create values and ethics, new identities, new meanings. It is also 

in and through dialogue that difference, diversity, and opposites at individual, ethnic, religious, 

ideological, cultural, national, local, and civilisational levels are mobilised and hybridised into a unity 

in diversity. The boundaries that delineate these opposites may become blurred, vague, fluid, 

ambivalent, and even indivisible (which aligns with the non-essentialist approach of the RICH-Ed 

pedagogic framework discussed earlier). Intercultural dialogue is important in intercultural learning, 

as through dialogue learners will learn to accept, acknowledge, respect and celebrate diversity, 

difference and plurality; and transcend the boundary of self and others, and the boundary of 

anthropocentrism. 

The anthropocosmic approach also includes two further important ethical principles: first, the 

Confucian ethic of empathy, that is, “do not do onto others what you do not want them to do unto 

you”; and second, social responsibility and responsibility for the planet, that is, “in order to establish 

ourselves, we must help others to establish themselves; in order to enlarge ourselves, we must help 

others to enlarge themselves”. These two ethical principles are important in intercultural 

communication; they also inform familial relationships that foreground self in relation to other, and 

the deference required and implicit in maintaining harmony. 

Both social constructionism and the anthropocosmic approach recognise the non-essentialist nature 

of being in the world; the importance of interrelationality, interdependence, and 

interconnectedness in intercultural communication (Miike, 2003); and the often resulting blurring of 

all boundaries. Like other theories of intercultural communication that have an ethical focus (e.g., 

Ferri, 2014), the anthropocosmic approach understands intercultural communication (among other 

things) as an ethical way of being human in the universe.  

                                                           
4 We thank Professor Jia Yuxin, Harbin Institute of Technology, Harbin, China, for his contribution towards the 
writing of this section. 
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Furthermore, interculturality, underpinned by social constructionism and non-essentialism, requires 

an understanding of the related concepts of culture, identity, power, and language that inform 

processes of intercultural communication and intercultural dialogue. These concepts are discussed 

next.  

Culture; large cultures; small cultures 

“Culture” is a difficult concept to define and thus definitions abound. Two definitions align with the 

approach in the RICH-Ed modules. Pavlenko and Blackledge (2004) define culture as the expression 

of meaning, values, and behaviours that are never stable and always changing and evolving. Kramsch 

(2011) argues that culture is symbolically mediated, that is, through words, sounds and images. 

These ideas about the meaning of culture are important in how the term “culture” comes to be 

understood by people through intercultural dialogue. The REPF does not subscribe to a “large 

culture”, or “solid” understanding of culture, e.g., “Chinese culture”, or “British culture” as such 

terms fail to acknowledge the complexity in society. For example, China is a huge country and highly 

diverse society, which is changing rapidly with economic growth, mobility, migration, globalisation 

and internationalisation. Instead, the REPF is inspired by Holliday’s (1999) constructions of culture 

through the concepts of “large” and “small” culture where “large” signifies “ethnic” or “national”, 

while “small” signifies any cohesive grouping (e.g., a neighbourhood, a work group). 

Holliday (1999) describes “large culture” as focusing on nation (e.g., China, the United Kingdom), or 

centre and periphery, for example, the “West”, and “the rest”; or “Zhongguo” (中国), and 

“Waiguo”(外国), as the notion of “large culture” supports various spheres of political interest. A 

large culture approach to culture presents the risk of culturist, ethnic, national, or international 

stereotyping. When people speak of others through a large culture lens they often refer to solid and 

stereotypical representations, reducing people to less than what they are: for example, “He’s 

Japanese, so he must … (+ the national stereotype of what it means to be Japanese)”.  

By contrast, Holliday (1999) considers small culture formation as a dynamic, ongoing group process 

which operates in changing circumstances to enable group members to make sense of and operate 

meaningfully under those circumstances. According to Holliday, a small culture approach considers 

culture as socially constructed and, at the same time, is “concerned with social processes as they 

emerge” (p. 240). A small culture approach enables exploration of the ways in which people make 

sense of and operate under particular, changing circumstances. 

The table below (taken from Holliday, 1999, p. 241) outlines the key features of the paradigms of 

large and small cultures and their theoretical orientations (small cultures are related to social 

constructionism, and large cultures to prescriptive/normative theoretical orientations).  
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Identity 

We refer to identity as ‘our sense of who we are and our relationship to the world’ (Kanno, 2003, p. 

3). Drawing on the perspective of social constructionism, individuals can shape and reshape their 

multiple identities through (intercultural) communication. That is, identity positions are shifting, 

multifaceted, and dynamic (Hall, 1996) as individuals interact with others and with the environment. 

Furthermore, people can hold multiple identities: age, gender, social class, language, and regional 

and national identities all create impressions of self and other within a context. Individuals can avow, 

or project, a certain identity through their behaviour, physical appearance, ways of speaking; 

individuals can also be ascribed identities by others. The following example shows a discrepancy 

between avowed identity and ascribed identity: “Wang Xiaodong comes from a remote rural village 

in the North-west of China, so he won’t have received a very good education”. Here, the speaker 

ascribes to Wang a certain level of education based on the region he comes from, without 

ascertaining what level of education he achieved, or even where he gained his education (the 

assumption being that it is not possible to get a good education in a remote village in the North-west 

of China. By contrast, Wang may avow a different identity: he sees himself as having been successful 

in education as he gained a university degree from the leading university in his province. In 

intercultural communication, ascribing identities to others based on certain factors can lead to false 

assumptions about the other, and may affect communication.  

Power 

As individuals act out their multiple identities through verbal and nonverbal communication they 

may exert power over others, by what they say and what they do, and by other means. Thus, power 

is an important part of intercultural communication. Interactions—whether intercultural or 
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interpersonal—are underpinned by power relations, depending on individuals’ positions within the 

family, the group, the organisation, the community, etc. Power is also apparent in media, political, 

and institutional discourses which define individuals and influence how they perceive others. 

Imagine a news outlet that reports on a conflict between individuals or groups in society from a 

single perspective without lending a voice to the other side(s). As a result, power inequalities may 

result in “essentialist” discourses, thereby limiting the opportunity for some people to enjoy 

multiplicity of identity and roles.  

Intercultural competence 

In addition to the broad concept of interculturality and its related concepts, the REPF draws on 

Byram’s (1997) descriptive model of intercultural competence (with its five savoirs) to understand 

individuals’ communication with one another. The five savoirs are knowledge, skills of 

interpretation, skills of discovery and interaction, attitudes, and critical cultural awareness. The five 

savoirs are evident in many of the modules. However, the fifth savoir “critical cultural awareness” 

(or savoir s'engager) is important as, although grounded in understanding, it goes beyond it and 

refers to 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. The purpose of teaching critical cultural 

awareness is not to try to change learners’ values, but to make them explicit and conscious in any 

evaluative response to others (Byram, Gribkova, & Starkey, 2002, p.9). Through such awareness 

learners appreciate the importance of being an intercultural citizen, that is, a person who 

participates in the affairs of the community, demonstrating social responsibility, and taking action 

against all forms of injustice.  

Byram (1997) makes an important distinction between “intercultural competence” and “intercultural 

communicative competence”. The latter, he argues, includes a language dimension: linguistic, 

sociolinguistic and discourse competence. Rather than explicitly focusing on language, his model 

points to the role of the intercultural speaker, the person who “has an ability to interact with 

‘others’, to accept other perspectives and perceptions of the world, to mediate between different 

perspectives, to be conscious of their evaluations and differences” (Byram et al., 2001, p. 5). 

Language 

While it is assumed that intercultural learning may take place in English language classrooms in 

higher education in China (in accordance with the expectations in the English Foreign Language 

“Standards” document), the modules are not specifically concerned with teaching or assessing 

language. The modules do not necessarily include specific language learning points (e.g., grammar 

points, or vocabulary). However, teachers may need to introduce certain terms and concepts to their 

students. This is where it may be useful for teachers to use Chinese rather than English to ensure 

learners’ understanding.  

Moreover, the modules do not lead teachers to develop and assess language learning and language 

skills, but rather to promote intercultural learning.  

However, the REPF acknowledges the important role of language in intercultural communication. 

Language is important in marking and shaping an individual’s identity (Holliday, 2010). According to 
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Kramsch (1998), language embodies cultural reality as people give meaning to their experience 

through the means of communication. Through language individuals also create experience and 

meanings understandable to the group they are part of. Furthermore, language assumes a multitude 

of meanings, being not only a cultural reality but also many other things: a cultural marker, an 

artefact, a cultural arena, and the location of a cultural universe (Holliday, 2010). 

Conclusion  

In summary, the concepts introduced in this theoretical section of REPF provide an understanding of 

the overarching concept of “interculturality”. It will be clear from the discussion that these concepts 

allow for a nuanced development of intercultural learning that can be fostered through encounters 

and dialogue with others, or by critically reflecting on these encounters, whether they are face-to-

face or mediated (through text or video, for example). The anthropocosmic approach to intercultural 

communication has been included as it addresses important philosophical ideas about Chinese 

identity and being in the world, and it also aligns with many of the concepts introduced in the REPF. 

While there are many other theories and concepts that explore Chinese identity and 

communication, these have not been included as the focus of the RICH-Ed resources is to introduce 

a more universal approach to understanding intercultural communication, acknowledging the 

limitation that many of these concepts (also found in the Chinese literature) have been developed in 

the Global North. Teachers using the RICH-Ed resources should be aware of this limitation, and 

where necessary, discuss with learners potential divergences and differences in interpretation, and 

also taking care not to essentialise such differences in the process.  

 

4. Methodology and methods 

Methodology 

The methodology (the theoretical perspective that informs the teaching approach) in the REPF 

draws on experiential learning which enables learners to come directly into contact with socially 

constructed ways of engaging in intercultural encounters, e.g., through understanding small 

cultures, social constructionism, intercultural learning as a process of becoming human through 

interaction, dialogue, and reflection, and through ethnography, autobiography, and (critical) 

discourse analysis. Communication, dialogue, experience, relationships (rather than objects) and 

reflection on experience are central to students’ learning. These processes of learning are the result 

of direct experience, or reflection on experience. The modules, and activities within them, are 

therefore inspired by Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning cycle, which is composed of four phases: 
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The four phases aim to provide learners with a complex learning experience where interactive and 

task-oriented sessions are integrated with analysis, and critical reflection. The stages are described 

as follows. Through “concrete experience” learners, individually or collectively, may explore 

different types of authentic materials (videos, brochures, blogs). “Reflective observation” often 

involves reflecting on a task, either through peer discussion, and then in plenary, with the support of 

specific materials (grids, guidelines, etc.). “Abstract conceptualisation” may be fostered through 

interactive lectures and handouts (teachers can refer to the accompanying materials provided). 

Finally, “active experimentation” requires students to produce something (a video interview, a 

report).  

The modules, taking inspiration from this experiential approach to learning, do not necessarily follow 

Kolb’s (1984) cycle explicitly and in the order presented above, particularly, as the content in some 

of the modules aligns more with certain phases of the cycle than with others. Instead, the modules 

and associated activities offer a variety of materials and procedures to ensure a rich and motivating 

learning experience, based on this overall idea of experiential learning. Moreover, peer learning is 

constantly fostered through sessions of pair and group work, with new insights feeding into 

discussions conducted in plenary. Critical reflection is an important part of the intercultural learning, 

as identified by Kolb (1984). Learners are encouraged to keep their products and assessment tasks in 

a portfolio (as described in the section below on assessment).  

Methods 

The methods, described in detail in the modules (see the teacher’s version of each module), refer to 

the ways in which teachers can deliver the modules and their associated activities. Kolb’s (1984) 

cycle can be implemented by different methods. The various methods found in the modules range 

across the following: encounters and dialogic activities; task-related activities (e.g., in the classroom, 

university, and community); narratives; blogs; reflection (written tasks in class at the end of an 

activity, or journal writing for homework); interpretation of texts, videos, film (in written form, 
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dialogic with peers, through teacher-guided discussion); peer learning (through guided discussion, 

and feedback).  

In most cases, there is no requirement that teachers use all of the four activities in each module. 

Where there is insufficient time to conduct all the activities in a module, teachers may draw on 

flipped classroom strategies (where teachers invite learners to explore topics outside of the 

classroom or use online discussion or video lessons, and then to use classroom time to discuss the 

ideas raised in these activities in groups or plenary). Teachers may also make their own decisions 

about whether to use online delivery.  

 

5. Learning objectives and learning outcomes 

Learning objectives are statements that define, for both teachers and learners, the expected goal of 

learning that learners will acquire through the modules, associated activities and teacher instruction. 

Learning outcomes are statements that describe significant and essential learning that learners are 

expected to achieve (that is, what they know and can do) by the end of a module or activity. 

Learning objectives and learning outcomes also provide “measures” or objectives for the assessment 

of intercultural learning (discussed in the next section).  

The learning objectives and learning outcomes refer to notions introduced in the theoretical 

framework (e.g., identity, social constructionism, small cultures, large cultures, power relations). 

They also reflect the outcomes of the experiential learning methodology (Kolb, 1984). They reflect 

the complexity around the meaning of the concept interculturality.  

The learning objectives and outcomes specific to each module are stated in the RICH-Ed modules (in 

the instructions to teachers and learners documents). They are broadly stated as follows: 

  Learning objectives 

 

Learners … 

Learning outcomes 

 

Learners are able to…  

1 become aware of how people construct 

perceptions of the self and other.  

critically reflect (in speaking or writing) on 

how their background influences the 

perceptions of self and other.  

2 understand that identities are multiple (e.g., 

gender, age, ethnicity, nationality, 

geographical, historical, linguistic, etc.) and 

that they are changing, contextual and 

negotiated.  

describe how people shape their own and 

others’ identities depending on experiences, 

encounters, contexts, and interlocutors. 

3 become aware of the problematic nature of 

framing identity, both in interaction and in 

dominant discourses (e.g., in media, politics, 

institutions, family life).  

recognise identity constructions (e.g., 

categorisation, stereotypes, essentialising) 

and understand how these can obstruct 

intercultural communication.  
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4 understand how different groups and 

individuals may use language as a social and 

cultural practice and how social and cultural 

practices are mediated through language. 

be able to identify and explain the social and 

cultural nature of language and build critical 

language-cultural awareness 

5 explore different concepts of culture (e.g., 

small and large cultures) and how these 

concepts can impact intercultural 

communication.  

reflect on intercultural encounters, identify 

successful aspects, and learn from less 

successful aspects. 

 

6 reflect on similarities and differences in 

intercultural encounters, and recognise the 

importance of shared understanding, even 

when differences remain. 

identify similarities and differences, build 

shared understanding, gain new 

perspectives, and build new frames of 

reference. 

7 develop listening and critical thinking skills 

by listening and responding to others’ 

communication. 

demonstrate deep listening by critically 

reflecting on and responding to what others 

have said.  

 

6. Assessment of learning 

Assessment is an important part of the REPF. The modules offer forms of assessment that enable 

teachers to collect feedback about the manner and extent to which learning has taken place. The 

assessment tasks are designed to assess students’ developing learning as articulated in the “learning 

objectives” and “learning outcomes” (articulated above) where students are asked to “identify”, 

“describe”, “define”, “demonstrate”, and “reflect on” aspects of their intercultural learning. Rather 

than providing specific grades on achievement in the way that summative assessment might, the 

focus in the REPF is on formative assessment, that is, assessment that enables teachers to 

understand students’ intercultural understanding and assessment that continues to build students’ 

intercultural learning.  

The methodology of the REPF, inspired by Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning cycle, means that the 

activities in the module rely on students’ reflections on experience (whether their own, or others’). 

To assess this developmental learning, qualitative forms of assessment are used that show students’ 

formative learning. The types of formative assessment that can be used to assess students’ learning 

in the modules include: peer reflection; peer/teacher observation; reflective journals; guided 

reflections; autobiography; online reflections/blogs; learning contracts; self-awareness inventories; 

short essays; self-reflective diaries; projects, autobiography; ethnographies. These various methods 

are drawn upon (to varying degrees) as forms of assessment in the modules. Generally, the methods 

of assessment favour a multi-perspective approach at various stages which may be collected into a 

portfolio and then used for further intercultural development (Deardorff, 2016). Teachers may like 

to encourage students to use such formative assessments to create an intercultural learning 

portfolio.  
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Some provisos about assessing intercultural learning 

How and whether to assess intercultural learning has been the subject of much discussion and 

debate. Despite these controversies, there is some agreement about what might constitute 

assessment of intercultural learning, and how to approach it. Deardorff (2016) highlights the 

importance of clear articulation of goals and objectives (which we have articulated in the REPF as 

“learning objectives” and “learning outcomes”), and the use of multi-measure, multi-perspective 

approaches (as adopted in the REPF and described above). However, Borghetti (2017) cautions 

about the dangers—if not impossibility—of trying to assess the affective aspects of communication, 

e.g., individuals’ value-informed responses and emotions in intercultural encounters. Generally, 

holistic and qualitative approaches are preferred as they enable learners to reflect on intercultural 

experiences, and acknowledge that intercultural learning is a lifelong process which entails the 

recognition and appreciation of learners’ and others’ multiplicities, and accommodates variation in 

learners’ responses to the complexity of interculturality, especially when it is explored through 

interaction and involves relational work. For these reasons, and because the RICH-Ed module 

activities are inspired by experiential learning (Kolb, 1984), the REPF integrates the types of 

formative assessments mentioned above rather than summative assessment.  

 

7. Glossary of terms 

The glossary of terms below can be found in the REPF and in the modules.5 Where they are first 

introduced in this document (the REPF) they are highlighted (bolded) and underlined. Teachers can 

use the terms to support their own understanding, and that of their students. Teachers may need to 

adapt the terms according to the abilities of their students.  

Term / 
concept 

Definition  

Appears 

in 

module
s 

Communicat-
ive 
competence 

What does a speaker need to know to communicate appropriately within a 
particular speech community, and how does he or she learn to do so? Such 
knowledge, together with whatever skills are needed to make use of it, is 
communicative competence (Saville-Troike, 2003). 

8 

Critical 
language-
cultural 
awareness  

Critical language-cultural awareness refers to the ability of the language learner 
to identify, interpret and evaluate language use as social behaviour and cultural 
practice as well as social behaviour and cultural practice as mediated through 
language use in one’s own and other cultures and countries. This term is 
proposed by Song (2012, 2013) as an extension of critical cultural awareness in 
Byram’s model of intercultural communicative competence (1997, 2008). By 
highlighting the link between language and culture and the link between 
learners’ own language and culture with the target language(s) and culture(s), 

3 

                                                           
5 We thank Dr Sara Ganassin for her support in the early part of the project and for her contribution in 
providing some of the terms and their definitions found in this glossary (and which can be found in the 
glossary of her book: Ganassin, S. (2020). Language, culture, and identity in two Chinese community schools: 
More than one way of being Chinese? Bristol: Multilingual Matters). 



 

20 
 

critical language-cultural awareness offers a practical approach to the full 
integration of foreign language education and intercultural education. 

Cultural 
adaptation 

Cultural adaptation is the long-term process of adjusting to and finally feeling 
comfortable in a new environment (Y. Y. Kim, 2001, 2005).  

5, 7 

Cultural 
appropriat-
ion 

Cultural appropriation can refer to “the representation of cultural practices or 
experiences by cultural “outsiders” (sometimes called “voice appropriation”) 
and to “the use of artistic styles distinctive of cultural groups by non-members” 
(Matthews, 2016, p. 343). Cultural appropriation is frequently used to include 
“any instance in which a group borrows or imitates the strategies of another—
even when the tactic is not intended to deconstruct or distort the other’s 
meanings and experiences” (Shugart, 1997, cited in Rogers, 2006, p. 472). 

3, 7 

Culture 

The expression of meaning, values, and behaviours that are never stable and 
always changing and evolving (Pavlenko & Blackledge, 2004). Kramsch (2011) 
argues “culture is symbolically mediated through words, sounds and images”. In 
the RICH-Ed project, we explore constructions of culture through Holliday’s 
(1999) paradigms of “small” and “large” culture. 

3, 4, 7 

Deep 
listening 

Deep listening requires the temporary suspension of judgment, and being fully 
present with another person to understand his or her experience or point of 
view (whether pleasant or unpleasant, and despite agreement or 
disagreement). Deep listening involves hearing more than the words of the 
speaker; it looks for the deeper meaning, offering respect for the speaker’s 
opinions, feelings, and needs. 

1, 2 

Discourse 

Scripts that individuals use to make sense of the reality around them. Individuals 
can use discourses as sets of assumptions to frame their understanding of the 
realities surrounding them (Holliday, 2013). According to Kramsch (2011), 
discourse organises meanings through conceptual categories it makes available 
to speakers. Culture and language can be interpreted as discourse. 

7 

Empathy 
Empathy means “the ability to understand and share the feelings of another”; 
by contrast, “sympathy” refers to “feelings of pity and sorry for someone else’s 
misfortune” (taken from the Oxford English Dictionary). 

1, 2 

Essentialising 
The process of characterising or describing people in terms of common national, 
ethnic, or other stereotypes—whereby a particular feature, behaviour, 
communication style or pattern is applied to all people in that culture, or group. 

1, 2, 5 

Identity 

Identity can be defined as “our sense of who we are and our relationship to the 
world” (Kanno, 2003, p. 3). In a social constructionist approach identity 
positions are understood as shifting, multifaceted, and dynamic (Hall, 2006) as 
we interact with others and with the environment. Another definition, more 
psychologically oriented, considers identity as a person’s largely unconscious 
sense of self, both as an individual and as part of the larger society (Bennett, 
2015, The Sage Encyclopedia of Intercultural Competence, p. 405). 

1, 2, 3, 
4, 5, 7 

Ideology 
Ideology is a system of ideas which drives behavioural choices (Berger & 
Luckmann, 1966). Ideology is also defined as ‘a driving force of the description’ 
of culture (Holliday, 2010, p. 261) and language. 

7 

Intercultural 
competence 

Following Byram’s (1997) model, the five components of intercultural 
competence (or savoirs) are attitudes, knowledge, skills of interpreting, skills of 
discovery and interaction, and critical cultural awareness (see critical cultural 
awareness). 

1, 2, 4, 
8 
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Intercultural 
encounters 

Spaces where people from different cultural, national, and social backgrounds 
talk to each other. Intercultural encounters are also potential sites for 
intercultural learning and critical self-awareness development (Holmes & 
O’Neill, 2012). Such learning can occur among individuals within and among 
small groups (small cultures) as they recognise individual similarities and 
differences. 

1, 2, 4, 
5  

Intercultural 
transition 

Transition is often described in literature as a form of change. In educational 
contexts, it has been noted that this change may take place on a more personal 
level, for example, in terms of new beliefs or developmental growth. It may also 
involve a physical move from one place to another, such as going from primary 
to secondary school or leaving a home country to study at the university abroad. 
Lam and Pollard (2006) differentiate between two types of educational 
transitions and describe them as changes of an institutional setting and as 
changes of a personal context. 

5 

Intercultural-
ity  

Zhu (2014; 2016) defines interculturality in relation to how people exhibit their 
cultural identities in everyday social interaction. According to (Borghetti et al., 
2015, pp. 31-32): ‘It refers to potential dynamics associated with interactions, to 
their situated nature and to the discursive contingencies developing in/across 
them’. Interculturality is also a quality generally attributed to intercultural 
encounters. 

3, 4 

International-
isation at 
home 

Internationalisation at home enables all staff and students, particularly the non-
mobile majority, to have an internationalised university experience. 
Internationalisation at home offers opportunities for the purposeful integration 
of international and intercultural dimensions (Beelen & Jones, 2015) in both 
formal and informal learning (including virtual learning) through the academic 
and social experiences offered at the home institution (ATIAH project definition, 
2016-18). 

1 

Language 

According to Kramsch (1998), language embodies cultural reality as people give 
meaning to their experience through the means of communication. Through 
language individuals also create experience and meanings understandable to 
the group they are part of. Furthermore, language assumes a multitude of 
meanings, being not only a cultural reality but also many other things: a cultural 
marker, artefact, a cultural arena, and the location of a cultural universe 
(Holliday, 2010). 

3 

Languaging 

The process of making meaning and shaping knowledge and experiences 
through language. (Christison & Murray, 2020). Phipps’ definition is more 
expansive, whereby languaging is defined as “a way of articulating the full, 
embodied and engaged interaction with the world that comes when we put the 
languages we are using into action” (2011, p. 365). 

6 

Large culture 

A group of people sharing the same features. Holliday (1999) says that people 
use these terms for ideological reasons. Holliday (1999) describes how “large 
culture” thinking focuses on notions of nation, center and periphery, as the 
notion of large culture supports various spheres of political interest. 

1, 2, 4 

Multiple 
identities 

Identity positions are shifting, multifaceted, and dynamic (Hall, 1996) as 
individuals interact with others and with the environment. Furthermore, people 
can hold multiple identities: for example, age, gender, social class, language, 
regional and national identities all create impressions of self and other within a 
context. 

1 
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Power 

As individuals act out their multiple identities through verbal and nonverbal 
communication they may exert power over others, by what they say and what 
they do, and by other means. Interactions—whether intercultural or 
interpersonal—are underpinned by power relations, depending on individuals’ 
positions within the family, the group, the organisation, the community, etc. 
Power is also apparent in media, political, and institutional discourses which 
define individuals and influence how they perceive others. 

3, 7, 8 

Racism 

Racism is often defined in dictionaries as the belief that one particular race is 
superior or inferior to another. The Oxford Reference refers to racism as “the 
inability or refusal to recognize the rights, needs, dignity, or value of people of 
particular races or geographical origins. More widely, the devaluation of various 
traits of character or intelligence as ‘typical’ of particular peoples” (Retrieved 
from 
https://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/oi/authority.2011101212523
1893#). 

3 

Small culture  

Socially constructed and dynamic groups of people who come together because 
they share understandings of the world and they choose to operate 
meaningfully together under certain circumstances and situations. According to 
Holliday (1999, p. 240), a “small culture” approach considers culture as socially 
constructed and, at the same time, is “concerned with social processes as they 
emerge”. 

1, 2, 3, 
4 

Social 
construction-
ism 

Social constructionism is a theory that enables a focus on how individuals make 
sense of the world they inhabit through communication with others; it also 
acknowledges the social structures that shape people and who has the power in 
the communication. Language contributes towards establishing and interpreting 
identities and power relations, and how individuals make sense of their reality. 
Thus, meanings are developed in coordination with others—through 
communication—rather than separately within each individual. (See 
https://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/oi/authority.2011080310051
5181 

 

Social 
identity 

Tajfel (1979) proposed that the groups (e.g. social class, family, football team 
etc.) which people belonged to were an important source of pride and self-
esteem. Groups give us a sense of social identity: a sense of belonging to the 
social world. 

1, 3 

Stereotyping 
The process of applying a particular feature, behaviour, communication style or 
pattern to all people in that culture, or group. 

1, 2, 4, 
5 

Translanguag
-ing 

Translanguaging refers to the language practices in the multilingual classroom 
setting. It is defined by Garcia and Li (2014, p. 80) as the “flexibility of bilingual 
learners to take control of their own learning, to self-regulate when and how to 
language, depending on the context in which they’re being asked to perform”. 
More recent developments refer to learners’ use of their full (multiple) linguistic 
repertoires, and include the multimodal and multisensory nature of 
communication (Li Wei, 2018). Christison and Murray (2020) broadly define 
translanguaging as the process of making meaning and shaping knowledge and 
experience by using the repertoire of languages available. 

6 

  

https://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/oi/authority.20110803100515181
https://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/oi/authority.20110803100515181
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