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Abstract

The relation between communication and culture has attracted the interest of the researchers for centuries.
People belonging to different cultures can only communicate effectively if they overcome their communication
barriers through realizing their cultural differences and improving their intercultural communicative skills. This
study aims at identifying students' attitudes about learning such skills in addition to the techniques they use to
improve these skills. The study was conducted on the students of English departments, at College of Education,
College of Basic Education, and College of Languages at Salahaddin University-Erbil. A qualitative method has
been adopted for this study and the data have been collected through distributing a questionnaire for the second-
year students. The findings of the research revealed that the students’ attitudes towards learning intercultural
communicative skills were relatively positive and they seemed to be interested in learning and gaining more
knowledge in this respect.
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1. Introduction
In the last few decades many language researchers, teachers, and teacher educators believe
that the main aim of learning a second or a foreign language is to be able to communicate
with people from different cultural backgrounds and coming from different linguistic
backgrounds in a multicultural world. Learners have to deal appropriately and effectively with
cultural diversity, and this also helps them to acquire intercultural communicative skills.
Therefore, it is recommended that, while teaching linguistic skills a variety of cultural
elements in the language lessons should be integrated. Intercultural communicative
competence is a number of capabilities that are essential to enhance the ability to maneuver an
individual’s way in a world that changes by minute. Basically, Intercultural communicative
skills require that learners acquire the skills, knowledge, attitudes and critical cultural
awareness, which are necessary to communicate interculturally, and not only memorize
vocabulary and learn grammar rules. Before preparing the curriculum of a teaching process,
teaching cultural aspects of language should be taken into consideration, and it’s important to
identify the student’s attitudes towards learning intercultural communicative skills.
2.Theoretical Background

Language is highly related to culture, therefore studies related to culture are given a great
importance in the foreign language teaching process. The main focus of the studies conducted
in this area are on the attitudes towards teaching and learning about culture. Intercultural
communication is not new and has its origins in ancient times. It has produced its own
techniques, methods, procedures, and tools of investigation in the 20th century. After the end
of World War 11, the world order was changed by introducing a new political geography,
when governments realized the need for communicating successfully in a multicultural world.
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The process of intercultural communication includes not only sending messages, since its
main aim is to help learners to act as cultural mediators. To be a successful communicator, the
learner has to step out of their own world views and use empathy as a cognitive and an
emotional filter in the communication process. For this reason, many techniques of teaching
were refined, employed and devised. These changes had a great impact on the process of
second and foreign language teaching (Romanowski, 2017).

The most popular definition among several definitions and descriptions of intercultural
communicative skills is Michael Byram’s (1997). “He states that it is a cluster of skills
requires acquired competence in knowledge, attitudes, and skills related to intercultural
competence while using a foreign language” (p.71). Intercultural communicative competence,
as it is seen by many language teaching professionals, is an extension of communicative
competence. The term “intercultural competence” involves the use of different linguistic
codes for contacting between people holding various sets of models and values of the world.
It is the ability to cope with one’s own cultural background in communication with others
(Michaela Catikova, 2007).

The development of intercultural communicative skills is a process which involves the
learners’ experiences from their own cultural backgrounds that help them to reflect on their
individual cultural assumptions for further skills and knowledge development of the world.
The main focus is put on those foreign language teaching methods which help the learners to
become successful communicators. Intercultural communicative skills grow from people’s
understanding of society, culture, and human beings in general. Intercultural communication
should be linked to studies of how social or cultural groups, or individuals define themselves
and other people (Adriane Holliday, 2004). Preparing students to live in a multicultural
society and helping them to interact with different cultural societies are key elements that help
the development of their intercultural competence, and it is a part of language teaching
process. (Emilia Zylkiewicz-Plonska, 2014).

Intercultural awareness is an important component of intercultural competence and, it
includes knowledge of local and regional cultural heritage. Competence is the understanding
of one’s own culture and a basis for the open attitudes and respect towards cultural diversity.
Byram (1997 as cited in Shaules, 2007, p.88) explains his view about intercultural learning
through his definition of cultural awareness. He states that it is the ‘ability to evaluate
critically on the basis of explicit criteria perspectives, products and practices in other cultures,
countries or in one’s own culture. Intercultural learning becomes a challenge when there are
various intercultural interactions”.

Drawing on Michael Byram’s definition (as cited in Praxmarer, 2009), the components of
intercultural competence are skills, knowledge, and attitudes, in addition to the values a
person has as a part of belonging to a number of social groups. These values are the
representative of one’s social identities.

¢ Intercultural attitudes: openness and curiosity, readiness to gain knowledge about other
cultures and belief about their own.

» Knowledge: social groups knowledge and their practices and products in one’s own and in a
foreign country, and communication with other societies. Knowledge has two major
components: knowledge of illustrations of those practices and products and knowledge of
social processes.

+ Skills of relating and interpreting: ability to interpret an event or document from another
culture, then explain it and relate it to one’s own culture.

» Skills of interaction and discovery: the ability to gain new knowledge about a culture and
cultural practices and the capability to operate attitudes, knowledge and skills in
communication in the society.
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* Critical cultural awareness: the ability to evaluate, critically and on the basis of explicit
criteria, practices, perspectives and products in one’s own and other countries and cultures.
(Praxmarer, 2009).
2.1. Acquiring Intercultural communicative skills
While investigating the methods of teaching intercultural communicative skills, it can be
noticed that they are demanding and more complex than the methods used in teaching and
learning other linguistic aspects. The classroom is one of the most important places where
students can acquire intercultural communicative skills, it provides space for structured and
systematic presentation of knowledge and skills of the better traditions of language teaching.
It also provides the opportunity of acquiring knowledge and attitudes that they have
experienced under the guidance of the teacher. In addition, the learning in the classroom is a
preparation for communicating in the real world, through receiving visitors and occasional
visiting, or working and learning in groups with students of other cultures.
Learning process is integrated and structured, the techniques of telecommunications can help
in bringing immediate communication into the classroom, through video-referencing,
electronic mail and faxes (Byram, 1997).
2.3. Factors influencing student’s attitudes towards learning intercultural
communicative skills
There are several factors that have influence on people’s attitudes in relation to learning a
foreign language, one of the most considerable factors is gender. Reasons for learning a
foreign language may differ between a male or a female. A female learner may learn for the
purpose of interaction and knowledge, whereas male learner may learn a foreign language for
getting a job or immigration (Guven, 2015).
English proficiency levels are another important factor that influences the student’s attitudes.
Students ambition to gain knowledge about the target language culture increases with the
increase of proficiency levels. Departments where students are studying is another reason for
their attempts to learn about the language, for example; if the students study a subject that
does not require English language, the students will not care about learning the language. To
have the ability to communicate in the target language, students have to develop knowledge
about intercultural awareness, negotiation skills, and target culture for effective interaction.
Students desire to interact and develop relationships with members of other cultures also
increases their motivation to improve intercultural communicative skills (Wilberschied,
2015).
3. Methodology
Bulmer (2004 as cited in D. K. Bird 2009) states that the questionnaire is a well-established
tool within social science research for acquiring information on the participants social
characteristics, present and past behavior, standards of behavior or attitudes, and reasons for
action with respect to the topic under investigation. The present study is a questionnaire-based
data collection research, which has been implemented for the purpose of investigating the
aims and answering the research questions. A qualitative method was adopted in analyzing
and evaluating the data that was collected via the questionnaire.
3.1 Research Questions
The study aims at addressing the following questions:
1.What are the students’ attitudes towards learning intercultural communicative skills?
2.Do the students desire to integrate intercultural skills with the process of
teaching/learning English Language?
3.What are the techniques that the students prefer in learning intercultural communicative
skills.
3.2 Data Collection Tool
The tool that is used in this study for the purpose of data collection is a questionnaire for
the students. A questionnaire of 14 items that are relevant to our topic. The questionnaire was
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distributed to 107second-year students of three English departments of Salahaddin University
at College of Basic Education, College of Education, and College of Languages in April
2019.

3.3 Validity and Reliability

Validity and reliability are the two most fundamental and important features in the evaluation
of any tool or instrument for a good research. They are the needed concepts in any research to
introduce a remarkable setting (Mohajan, 2017).

Validity is the appropriateness of a procedure for measuring the aim of the construct any
study intends to investigate. On the other hand, reliability deals with the extent to which data
are categorized stably on the same results in different occasions (Gass, 2012). Same items of
the questionnaire used in this paper were distributed to a number of jury members for the
validity of the tool. Their feedback and comments were taken into consideration. Moreover, a
pilot test was implemented to verify the items and to gain better reliability results, because the
test is considered reliable if it gives the same results when it is used at different times and by
different people.

4. Data Analysis and Discussion

The researchers collected the data through distributing the questionnaire for the students to
shed light on their attitudes towards learning intercultural communicative skills. SPSS
program was used to classify analyze the data. The questionnaire items and results are
explained below.

4.1. Questionnaire for the students

1. 1 do understand that there is a link between language and culture

Likert Frequency Percentage Mean Standard
Deviation
Never 10 9.3 3.07 1.15
Seldom 19 17.8
Sometimes 39 36.4
Often 19 17.8
Always 14 13.1
Missing 6 5.6
Total responses | 101 94.4
Grand total 107

The highest frequency for this question is “sometimes”. The frequency is 35 and the
percentage is 36.4, and the lowest frequency is 10 for never, which is 9.3. The mean for this
question is 3.07 and the standard deviation is 1.15, which means that the students’ attitude is
relatively positive for this question. It seems that most of the students realize that there is a
link between language and culture.

2. | can recognize cultural misconceptions or misunderstanding.

Likert Frequency Percentage Mean Standard
Deviation
Never 5 4.7 3.34 1.09
Seldom 17 15.9
Sometimes 39 36.4
Often 25 23.4
Always 19 17.0
Missing 2 1.9
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Total responses 105 98.1

Grand total 107

The highest frequency is for “sometimes”, namely 39, and its percentage is 36.4, and “never”
has the lowest, which is 5, and its percentage is 4.7. The Mean for this question is 3.34 and
the Standard deviation is 1.099, which means the students’ attitude is positive for this
question. Most of the students think that they can understand cultural misconceptions.

3. ’m open to, curious about and willing to learn from and about people who have
different cultural orientations and perspectives from mine.

Likert Frequency Percentage Mean Standard
Deviation
Never 6 5.6 3.44 1.130
Seldom 12 11.2
Sometimes 37 34.6
Often 25 23.4
Always 22 20.6
Missing 5 4.7
Total responses 102 95.3
Grand total 107

“Sometimes” has the greatest frequency, which is 37, and the percentage is 34.6, and the
lowest frequency is for “Never”, namely 6, and the percentage is 5.6. The Mean for this
question is 3.44 and the Standard Deviation is 1.130. We can see that most of the students are
curious and willing to learn about different cultures.

4. I’m aware of the fact that other peoples’ languages may express shared ideas in a
unigue way or, express unique ideas difficult to access through one’s own language(s).

Likert Frequency Percentage Mean Standard
Deviation

Never 5 4.7 3.44 1.13
Seldom 18 16.8
Sometimes 27 25.2
Often 34 31.8
Always 20 18.7

Missing 3 2.8
Total responses 104 97.2
Grand total 107

The highest frequency is for “often”, which is 34, and its percentage is 31.8, and the lowest
frequency is for “never”, which is 5, and the percentage is 4. The mean for this question is
3.44 and the standard deviation 1s 1.13, which indicates that the student’s attitude is high for
this question. The students think that peoples’ languages express shared ideas in a unique

way.
5. ’m able to discover information about other cultural affiliations and perspectives.
Likert Frequency Percentage Mean Standard
Deviation
Never 6 5.6 3.38 1.16
Seldom 17 15.9
Sometimes 36 33.6
Often 23 21.5
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Always 23 21.5
Missing 2 1.9
Total responses 105 98.1
Grand total 107

The highest frequency is for “sometimes”, which is 36 and the percentage is 33.6. The lowest
frequency is for never, which is6, and the percentage is 5.6. The Mean for this question is
3.38 and the standard deviation is 1.16, which means that the student’s attitude is positive for
this question. Most of the students think that they can discover information about cultural
affiliations and perspectives.

6. | can understand the internal diversity and heterogeneity of all cultural groups.

Likert Frequency Percentage Mean Standard
Deviation
Never 6 5.6 3.38 1.16
Seldom 19 17.8
Sometimes 30 28.0
Often 29 27.1
Always 21 19.6
Missing 2 1.9
Total responses 105 98.1
Grand total 107

The highest frequency for this question is for “sometimes”, which is 30 and the percentage is
28.0, and the lowest frequency is for “never”, which is 6, and its percentage is 5.6. The Mean
for this question is 3.38 and the standard deviation is 1.16, which means that the students’
attitude is positive for this question. We can realize that a large number of the students think
that they are able to understand the internal diversity and heterogeneity of different cultural

groups.
7.1 can understand and respond to other people’s thoughts, beliefs, values and feelings.
Likert Frequency Percentage Mean Standard
Deviation
Never 2 1.9 3.67 1.03
Seldom 10 9.3
Sometimes 36 33.6
Often 29 27.1
Always 28 26.2
Missing 2 1.9
Total responses 105 98.1
Grand total 107

The highest frequency is for “sometimes”, which is 36, and the percentage is 33.6. “Never”
has the lowest frequency, which is 2, and its percentage is 1.9. The Mean for this question is
3.67 and the standard deviation is 1.03. Most of the students seem to be able to understand
and respond to other peoples’ thoughts, values, believes and feelings.

8. I’m able to act as a mediator (facilitator) in intercultural exchanges, and translate,
interpret and explain.

Likert Frequency Percentage Mean Standard
Deviation
Never 2 1.9 3.36 1.96
Seldom 16 15.0
Sometimes 39 36.4
Often 31 29.0
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Always 13 12.1

Missing 6 5.6
Total responses 101 94.4
Grand total 107

“Sometimes” has the highest frequency, which is 39 and the percentage is 36.4, and the
lowest frequency is for never, which is 2, and its percentage is 1.9. The mean for this question
is 3.36 and the standard deviation is 1.96. It seems that students generally think that they can
be interpreters and translators in intercultural exchanges.

9. I can interact and communicate appropriately, effectively and respectfully with
people who have different cultural affiliations from mine.

Likert Frequency Percentage Mean Standard
Deviation
Never 6 5.6 3.29 1.15
Seldom 22 20.6
Sometimes 31 29.0
Often 27 25.2
Always 19 17.8
Missing 2 1.9
Total responses 105 98.1
Grand total 107

The highest frequency for this question is for “sometimes”, which is 31, and the percentage is
29.0, and “never” has the lowest frequency, which is 6, and its percentage is 5.6. The Mean
for this question is 3.29 and the standard deviation is 1.15. Most of the students think that they
are able to communicate and interact with people who have different cultures from them.

10. I use a variety of tools for studying about the English culture, e.g. movies, social
media, books, audio visual aids.

Likert Frequency Percentage Mean Standard
Deviation
Never 7 6.5 3.41 1.18
Seldom 16 15.0
Sometimes 23 21.5
Often 28 26.2
Always 31 29.0
Missing 2 1.9
Total responses 105 98.1
Grand total 107

The highest frequency for this question is for “always”, which is 31 and the percentage is
29.0.4, and the lowest frequency is for “never”, which is 7, and its percentage is 6.5. The
Mean for this question is 3.41 and the standard deviation is 1.18 which means that the
majority of the students are using different types of tools to improve their intercultural skills.
11. Learning about different cultures makes it easier for me to communicate.

Likert Frequency Percentage Mean Standard
Deviation
Never 8 7.5 3.58 1.22
Seldom 12 11.2
Sometimes 26 24.3
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Often 31 29.0
Always 30 28.0
Missing

Total responses 107 100.0

“Often” has the highest frequency, which is 31, and the percentage is 29.0, and the lowest
frequency is for “never” which is 8, and its percentage is 7.5. The Mean for this question is
3.58 and the standard deviation is 1.22. This indicates that the students’ attitude is high about
learning intercultural communicative skills as they help them to communicate more
efficiently.

12. The instructor emphasizes teaching English for communication rather than teaching
grammar and vocabulary.

Likert Frequency Percentage Mean Standard
Deviation
Never 5 4.7 3.52 1.13
Seldom 16 15.0
Sometimes 26 24.3
Often 35 32.7
Always 23 21.5
Missing 2 1.9
Total responses 105 98.1
Grand total 107

The highest frequency for this question is “often”, which is 35, and the percentage is 32.7, and
the lowest frequency is for “never”, which is 5, and its percentage is 4.7. The Mean for this
question is 3.52 and the standard deviation is 1.13. This indicates that most of the students
believe that the instructor teaches them English to be able to communicate rather than only
teaching vocabulary and grammar.

13. The instructor allows students to give examples from their own culture, tradition or
experience.

Likert Frequency Percentage Mean Standard
Deviation
Never 12 11.2 3.46 1.37
Seldom 16 15.1
Sometimes 21 19.6
Often 23 21.5
Always 33 30.8
Missing 2 1.9
Total responses | 105 98.1
Grand total 107

The highest frequency for this question is “always”, which is 33, and the percentage is 30.8,
and the lowest frequency is for “never,” which is 12, and its percentage is 11.2. The Mean for
this question is 3.47 and the standard deviation is 1.37. This indicates that the instructor
generally gives the students the freedom to give examples about their own culture, tradition or
experience.
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14. During the class period, the instructor tries to devote time for teaching culturally
relevant examples such as wedding, clothes, food and etc.

Likert Frequency Percentage Mean Standard
Deviation
Never 5) 4.7 3.35 1.16
Seldom 20 18.7
Sometimes 36 33.6
Often 21 19.6
Always 23 21.5
Missing 2 1.9
Total 105 98.1
Grand total 107

The highest frequency for this question is “sometimes”, which is 36, and the percentage is
33.6. The lowest frequency is for “never”, which is 5, and its percentage is 4.7. The Mean for
this question is 3.35 and the standard deviation is 1.16. It seems that the instructor generally
focuses on teaching cultural information and devotes time for giving authentic examples to
the students about it.

5. Conclusion

This study presented a theoretical background about teaching language in relation to
culture. The aim of the researchers is to shed light on Salahaddin University students’
attitudes towards learning intercultural communicative skills, and to help improve these
skills. The findings of this study revealed that students generally have positive attitudes
towards learning intercultural communicative skills. The researchers stated that learners’
positive attitudes towards learning about the target culture may also affect their attitudes
towards learning the language. The researchers found out that the students prefer integrating
intercultural communicative skills with the process of teaching/learning English language.
The students also prefer to use a variety of tools to improve their intercultural communicative
skills, and they think that the instructor should be a facilitator for them in that respect.
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