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Abstract
The authors are involved with 11 European partners in a project called Teaching Culture http://www.teaching-culture.de  the main aim of which is to introduce practising teachers of adults to approaches applicable to the teaching of intercultural understanding.  The project is developing a blended learning course focused on the acquisition of “culture general” competence and its integration into the participants’ own teaching. The course will enable them to deal with the intercultural issues of language and cultural learning in a way appropriate to life in the growing European community. 

Distance learning is used for two of the three course modules and the project is testing the recently developed “m

Moodle” as the web platform.

This paper sets out some ideas on the teaching of intercultural competence as part of the background to the project and discusses initial experiences of using “Moodle” for this purpose   


Context

Since 1996 the Department of Modern Languages/ English has been involved in twelve EU-funded projects mostly dealing with various aspects of intercultural understanding. All of them involved the use of ICT and were successful in actively bringing together participants from different European countries. 

Our most recent project -  Teaching Culture -  is a Grundtvig project the aim of which is to create and develop “innovative didactical and methodological approaches that take into consideration holistic concepts of teaching and learning, learner-centred social settings, autonomy-enhancing access to information, informal learning situations, independent units of online and offline studying and a multi-channel tackling of learning strategies that clearly involve intercultural awareness and competence to professionalize adult education in a multicultural Europe.” http://www.teaching-culture.de/index.htm
The project has been funded by the EU for three years and involves thirteen partners from nine European countries.

Since quality management has become widely accepted, it should become a shared goal in European education that teaching is carried out by professionals who commit themselves to comparable standards, who have equal access to authentic sources and resources, who work on the development of their own intercultural awareness and who share the responsibility of facilitating learning processes that enable adult learners to successfully take part in the intercultural dialogue. 

A major part of the Teaching Culture project, therefore, involves the development of a training course for teachers of adults that focuses on the acquisition of “culture general” competence and its integration into the participants’ own teaching. The method used is co-operative blended learning. The course comprises three closely interlinked modules which are concerned with: the raising of cultural and intercultural awareness using online distance learning; experiencing intercultural meetings and didactic approaches in a one-week residential course; the classroom application of learning experiences, continuing personal development and reflection using co-operative distance learning. At the following address a plan of the project development and of the pilot course can be found:  http://www.teaching-culture.de/en/download/download.htm 


The pilot for the course started in December 2004 and will finish in October 2005. There will then be a second, amended pilot course in the following year. As the participants in these courses will come from all over Europe we needed a web platform that would allow us to deal with the intercultural issues of language and cultural learning in a way appropriate to life in the growing European community. After investigation the moodle was the platform of choice. http://moodle.org/  
Choosing a learning platform

There seem to be two major trends in education at work in Europe today: increasing awareness of the importance of fostering unity through the development of intercultural competence, especially in the fields of business and personal relations, and the meaningful utilization of the so-called new media. There is a plethora of books published on the subject of cultural differences but they tend to be culture-specific and many are rather handbooks for how to behave in foreign cultures than an examination of how to acquire and teach intercultural competence. ICT is often treated as an add-on rather than an integral part of the learning process. 

In choosing a learning platform for our project and the pilot course there were certain requirements that we felt had to be met:

The learning platform needed to fulfil the following requirements:

· It had to be free of charge

· It had to be easy to access

· It had to allow the posting of tasks

· It had to allow group exchanges

· It had to allow us to keep records

The project members responsible for the technology found an Internet-based learning platform called Moodle. The Moodle (http://moodle.org/  information  about how to use moodle platforms by creator, Martin Dougiamas) is still in a development stage as more and more institutions world-wide are starting to use the platform for e-learning and suggest modifications or new functions to the original creator. Using such a new platform can cause problems but the overall response from both moderators (teachers) and course participants (learners) has been positive. The Moodle offers many possibilities but in the project we have concentrated on those features which allow us to organize the work for the participants and to keep   the work they produce, set up a bank of resources, publish a schedule and, above all, allow the participants to interact. The parts of the Moodle that are used most often in our pilot course are the Forum, Resources and Wikis. Readers should check out the link for further information.  

One of the major aims of the training course is to encourage cultural awareness through online interaction between the participants. Such interaction is notoriously difficult to achieve in an educational context. People may be prepared to contribute to blogs or chatrooms or even enter virtual worlds but not usually as part of a course where their contributions will be monitored and graded. We decided to make a determined effort to stimulate such online interaction.

Using the moodle

Module 1 of the course, the online learning module, is divided into 5 units and each unit comprises a number of tasks designed to encourage interaction among the participants. We decided to begin with a series of assignments designed to encourage the participants to become aware of, and then analyse, their own cultural situation. This involved first identifying and examining cultural norms, values and stereotypes in their own culture.

To emphasise the interculturality there are different moderators from different countries for each unit. 

In Unit 1 the participants start by carrying out tasks designed to get them logged into and working on the Moodle. They complete such tasks as filling in a profile questionnaire and contributing to a discussion forum with a description of some everyday manifestations of their own culture. The other four units concentrate on introducing participants to current theories about intercultural competence and analysis of cultural phenomena through interaction. There is a separate forum in the Moodle for each unit

Description of an online task in Module 1

The assignments in Unit 2, tested in February/March 2005, focused on the idea that people should start to become interculturally aware by looking at themselves as insiders and then, by getting information from others, see themselves from the outside perspective.

The participants were divided up into two groups of 6, SEA and SAND. We chose these rather unusual names in order to avoid any cultural weighting of the kind one would have with such names as A and B, or colours – red and green – but this was before the tsunami disaster in December 2004. Today we might have chosen different names!

The initial task for each student was to answer the 6 questions below

1. Describe the rituals, customs, rules that exist around the drinking of beverages (alcoholic or otherwise) in your country.
2. Describe some important spring and/or summer festivals in your country.
3. Describe some forms of socialising that you think are typical of your country. How and when do they happen?
4. Draw up a profile of what most people in your country would think of as a “good”, typical inhabitant.
5. What are the general attitudes, or even just the “politically correct” attitudes towards minority groups in your country – not your own attitudes. 
6. How does your country view the roles of men and women, in society, in the home, in the workplace?
Guidelines to help them answer were provided in the Resources section of the Moodle. The answers were published in the Forum for this task and everyone had access to the work of both groups
The organization of the task from the point of view of group Sand
Each participant was   assigned one question, e.g. participant A was given question 1, and was required to discuss the answers to that question, supplied by the other 5 participants in Sand, in a concluding report also published in the Forum
 Finally everyone in both groups should look at the reports. 

Schedule for Group Sand (Group Sea would be the same)
	Participant  A
	Participant B
	Participant C 
	Participant D
	Participant E 
	Participant F

	Answers all 6 questions- mails to moodle
	Answers all 6 questions- mails to moodle
	Answers all 6 questions- mails to moodle
	Answers all 6 questions- mails to moodle
	Answers all 6 questions- mails to moodle
	Answers all 6 questions- mails to moodle

	Receives all answers to question 1
	Receives all answers to question 2
	Receives all answers to question 3
	Receives all answers to question

4
	Receives all answers to question

5
	Receives all answers to question

6

	Publishes report on question 1 as file in Moodle
	Publishes report on question 2 as file in Moodle
	Publishes report on question 3 as file in Moodle
	Publishes report on question 4 as file in Moodle
	Publishes report on question 5 as file in Moodle
	Publishes report on question 6 as file in Moodle

	Comments on any 2 reports (excluding question 1) from either Sea or Sand
	Comments on any 2 reports (excluding question 2) from either Sea or Sand
	Comments on any 2 reports (excluding question 3) from either Sea or Sand
	Comments on any 2 reports (excluding question 4) from either Sea or Sand
	Comments on any 2 reports (excluding question 5) from either Sea or Sand
	Comments on any 2 reports (excluding question 6) from either Sea or Sand


The important feature in this task was that students had to interact with each other in order to do the task. No report could be written unless the answers were available. This created what one of our partners, Dr. Laurent Borgmann, has characterized as the zigzag effect whereby students were dependent on intercommunication  In the zigzag movement students also moved from viewing their culture from the inside, reading comments from the outside and then combining these two positions in a discussion. 
Zigzag of student interaction
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What has happened in this task?

· Everyone   used the Moodle and accustomed themselves to a new learning platform.

· Everyone   thought about their own cultural situation.

· Everyone   read about the situations of other Europeans.

· Everyone analysed material and drew conclusions from it.

· Group dynamics were created because the participants were dependent on each other to carry out the task successfully.

· This was a complicated task but necessary in order to iron out technical problems (of which there were several) and to establish a firm group dynamic which in turn which in turn was an insurance against drop-outs and lurkers.

The feedback we have so far received from the participants is that they found this task useful and that the interaction was very interesting. They thought that it did actually make them both active and feel part of a real group who had something meaningful to share with each other.

This is as far as we have got in the first pilot course – about half way through the Module 1)

Subsequent online tasks involve the participants considering the theoretical background of intercultural competence and analysing their own cultural experience within the parameters of these theories.

Module 2 is a face-to-face meeting in Vilnius, Lithuania. Here the participants will:

· Experience examples of good practice for analysis and discussion

· Together with the project co-ordinators, experience an unknown culture and be given tasks to carry out in that culture

· Identify strategies which will help them function in new cultures

· Consider how to teach similar courses with their own target groups

· Evaluate Modules 1 and 2

Module 3 involves the collaborative planning of teaching units online and the subsequent testing of these units with the participants’ own target groups in their respective countries of residence.

The planned outcomes of the whole course are that participants are able to:
· reflect on their own underlying cultural biases

· analyze cultural differences

· question cultural stereotypes

· interact in new cultural contexts.

· develop teaching units that raise intercultural awareness and increase competence, suitable for use in their field of work 

· use new media meaningfully and effectively to encourage continuing personal professional development.

· explore the possibilities ICT offers for autonomous learning.
The final evaluation of the first pilot course will take place in November 2006 and will involve participants, partners, external evaluators. As part of the Teaching Culture Project the partners will also evaluate the possibility of developing a “Framework of Reference for Intercultural Competence” based on “Can Do” statements, e.g. I can recognize differences and similarities between my culture and other cultures. This will follow the pattern of the Council of Europe, “Framework of reference for languages”, on which the Swedish language syllabuses are based.

Conclusion.
Our experiences so far:

· Meeting people from other cultures has, of course, been very rewarding

· Such work leads you to question your  own assumptions/values

· Interesting to observe the dynamics of intercultural groups but being part of a group can be challenging! It is not always easy to accommodate Swedish coffee breaks at fixed times with lunchtime siestas and  13-hour working days.

· Working on such projects is very time-consuming and we have only been able to do it because the chairman of our department has agreed that it should be part of our professional development, which accounts for 20% of our working hours. It is also enjoyable and stimulating.
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