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ABSTRACT 

Despite growing interest in the cultural dimension of foreign language learning, the integration 

of culture and the promotion of intercultural competence into foreign language instruction are 

still not a priority for a majority of educators due to diverse reasons including demanding 

teaching duties, an already dense curriculum, and a lack of training. Additionally, in their 

classroom practices many educators are still relying on a definition of culture that does not 

reflect practical guidelines and curricular approaches set by scholars and professional 

organizations, perhaps because of outdated teaching resources. This suggests the need for 

teaching materials and professional development opportunities that enable educators to explore 

and experiment with new pedagogical resources that can promote a more updated 

conceptualization of culture. 

 This three-article dissertation contributes to the existing scholarship on the teaching of 

culture in foreign language learning by proposing a novel framework for the teaching and 

learning of culture and by explaining how cutting-edge virtual reality materials can be used to 

promote culture from a critical and transcultural perspective. Data sources for this study included 

a nationwide survey with 197 participants, semi-structured interviews with 10 foreign language 

educators, and an eight-week online training and focus group interviews with seven foreign 

language educators of Italian. Article one explored US collegiate foreign language educators’ 

beliefs, practices, and the tools they use inside the classroom for the teaching and learning of 

culture. Article two proposed the “Critical Transcultural Competence” framework to support 

educators in the teaching of culture beyond essentialist views and limited intercultural 

perspectives and illustrated its application to virtual reality resources. Finally, article three is a 

mixed-methods case study investigating the development of pedagogical content knowledge 
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regarding the proposed framework and its implementation in a lesson plan within a small group 

of collegiate Italian language instructors through a targeted online training. 

 Altogether, the findings from the three articles suggest that although foreign language 

educators agree with the importance of exposing students to culture from a critical, not 

superficial, perspective, when looking at concrete classroom practices not enough time is 

devoted to culture to engage students in conversations that may lead to deeper understandings. 

The novel Critical Transcultural Competence framework, aimed at simplifying complex concepts 

by offering a set of principles for teaching and learning culture from a critical and transcultural 

perspective, proved useful in the online training. Nevertheless, some discrepancies were still 

noted between what educators believed and what they concretely did when putting their beliefs 

into practice in a lesson plan. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 Prior to the critical turn in language and intercultural education, culture was approached 

as a standardized national entity, taught as factual and monolithic information. The economic 

and geopolitical changes (e.g., migrations, technology advancements, increasing social injustice, 

etc.) which occurred in the 2010s brought discussions and debates about culture and 

interculturality (Dervin, 2016), and scholarship in the landscape of foreign language (FL) 

teaching and learning, teacher education, applied linguistics, and communication studies, among 

others, increasingly explored and discussed the meaning of culture and intercultural competence. 

When we look at how culture is presented in the FL classroom by educators, as well as in 

teaching materials, a discrepancy between scholarship and pedagogical practices and teaching 

resources exists (Kramsch, 2014). For example, Sercu’s (2006) survey of K-12 FL educators’ 

beliefs and practices found a mismatch between what educators believed in terms of teaching for 

intercultural competence and what they did in the classroom. Sercu argued that professional 

learning opportunities are necessary to help educators foster intercultural competence skills 

among language learners. Similarly, Oranje and Smith (2018) found a mismatch between beliefs 

and practices of K-12 FL teachers. In FL textbooks, research has shown a tendency to present 

culture in a narrow and superficial way. Studies have focused on a variety of topics including 

food habits (e.g., Bateman & Mattos, 2006; De Vincenti, 2017), ethnicity (Hillard, 2014; 

Thompson, 2013), pragmatics (McConachy & Hata, 2013), and intercultural competence 

(Forcelini, 2016; Hillard, 2014; Kramsch & Vinall, 2015; Sobkowiak, 2016). While there 

appears to be an improvement, for example in the representation of women and multicultural 

information (Hillard, 2014), cultural content is still rather simplistic, ethnocentric, and assumes 

homogeneity among language users (McConachy, 2018). Dervin (2015) explained that although 
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there seems to be an increasing understanding of what interculturality entails and the 

acknowledgement of past “bad” culture-teaching practices, especially amongst researchers, 

interculturality still appears to be a theoretical concept in education. 

 For these reasons, it is important to further investigate teacher’s beliefs and practices 

related to culture, put forward a culture teaching and learning framework that can be easily 

understood and applied by educators in their classrooms, as well as explore flexible and 

multimodal resources that can be integrated into the FL curricula to foster critical and in-depth 

understanding and reflective practices of cultures. While previous research has mostly focused 

on the K-12 context, to date there is no study looking at collegiate FL teachers in the United 

States (US). This three-article dissertation addresses this gap first with a large-scale nationwide 

study to then focus on a smaller group of educators and their experiences within an online 

training aimed to furthering their understanding of teaching culture from a critical, transcultural 

perspective with cutting-edge virtual reality (VR) resources. 

Background 

Culture in FL Education 

 The goal of becoming an intercultural speaker is typically attained by abandoning 

reductionist stereotypes or the role of a “tourist,” and instead engaging in discourses that are not 

limited to a single viewpoint, while also questioning values and practices of one’s own cultures 

(Sercu, 2010). In the scholarly literature addressing the role of culture in FL education, there are 

four main conceptualizations of culture that prevail. Byram focuses on intercultural 

communicative competence (ICC) and intercultural citizenship (Byram, 2012; Wagner & Byram, 

2017); Dervin considers culture from a liquid perspective (Dervin, 2010; Simpson & Dervin, 

2019); Kramsch first proposed the notion of third place, which was reframed later as symbolic 
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competence (Kramsch, 2013; Kramsch & Hua, 2020); and Risager discusses linguaculture as a 

construct to understand the relationship between language, culture, and society in a globalized 

world (Risager, 2005, 2014). Although these conceptualizations are widely discussed in the 

literature, they seem to have limited influence on the FL classroom where culture often continues 

to be rapidly addressed in a superficial and factual manner (Weninger & Kiss, 2015), rather than 

viewed as a dynamic concept that evolves and differs based on many factors, such as the speaker 

and the context. Teachers should help students develop the necessary competences to understand 

and reflect upon the changing nature of culture, and become critical thinkers. However, as seen 

in the literature this is not often the case due to teachers’ lack of training, insufficient class time 

to engage in critical discourses, and/or pedagogical materials that do not favor such a critical 

approach (McConachy & Hata, 2013; Risager, 2018; Sercu, 2005). 

Pedagogical Materials and Technology Tools for Culture 

Investigations of culture in FL textbooks provide insights into the content that students 

are exposed to when learning a new language. The literature suggests that textbooks tend to 

essentialize culture and cultural biases toward one country and a single culture. The 

representation of diverse ethnicities, regions, social classes, and perspectives is often missing. 

Furthermore, it has been argued that students are not invited to engage in cross-comparisons and 

critical reflections (Liddicoat & Scarino, 2013), thus perpetuating stereotypes and ethnocentric 

perspectives. For example, Kramsch and Vinall (2015) examined 27 Spanish textbooks 

published from the 1950s to the 2000s. Their analysis shows that the main weaknesses of the 

textbooks were the restricted positivistic tourism discourse, factual information, and a shallow 

treatment of diversity. The authors argued that the presence of a standard language and culture 

promotes disengaged interaction, lacking deeper questioning and an awareness of cultural 
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ambiguities. Kramsch and Vinall advocate for broadening and reframing FL textbooks’ cultural 

content to engage students in critical reading. 

Technology tools are also more and more widely used for the teaching of culture and 

many pedagogical activities have been proposed. For example, Ducate and Lomicka (2013) 

investigated French and German learners’ use of mobile devices for interactions with the target 

language and culture; Garrett-Rucks (2013), explored how digital cultural resources contributed 

to beginner French students’ intercultural sensitivity. Despite the use of new technology tools, 

according to Rossomondo and Lord (2018) a much-needed digital transformation is necessary for 

today’s FL courses. They explain that it is imperative that both publishers and educators rethink 

their use of materials to better fit the needs of students in a rapidly changing landscape, however 

some have argued that innovation in the world of language teaching moves at a pace that may be 

described as “glacial” (VanPatten, 2015). 

Virtual Reality for the Teaching of Culture 

Highly-immersive VR is an emerging technology that places the user inside realistic 

environments and produces a sense of presence and immersion. VR videos are an accessible 

option for educators since they are easy to create, and can be viewed with students’ smartphones 

and economical headsets, such as Google Cardboard. Lloyd et al. (2017) explain that a VR video 

is a simple way for educators to experiment with such technology “because it maps well to 

mainstream skills (2-D filming) and can offer high impact for learners at a reasonable budget” (p. 

228). An increasing number of empirical studies have been investigating the impact of VR for 

the teaching of culture in the language classroom. For example, Berti (2019) discussed the 

development of an open online repository for teaching the Italian language and culture with VR 

videos and Mills et al. (2020) investigated how Parisian cultural narratives presented in VR 
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enabled students to understand the complexity of language and culture. Despite these 

investigations a consistent and purposeful integration of VR technologies in the language 

classroom for the teaching of culture may be out of reach due to potential barriers, such as 

technology expertise required by educators who choose to use this emerging technology, 

accessibility, and cost which may still be prohibitive in certain educational contexts. 

FL Teacher Education 

Professional development opportunities are fundamental for educators throughout their 

careers. Recently, sociocultural and socially-situated perspectives on teacher learning have 

become increasingly prevalent (Kelly, 2006), with a focus on teacher development through 

participation in social practices and the reshaping of the knowledge and beliefs that individuals 

bring with them to training contexts. It has been argued that educators’ beliefs and previous 

experiences in educational contexts influence the way they teach, and a gap between how 

educators are prepared to teach, and the pedagogical practices employed inside the classroom has 

been noticed. For these reasons, scholars have called for a reconceptualization of teacher 

preparation programs and their curricula (Diaz, 2013; Gorlewski et al., 2021). The literature on 

FL teacher education tells us that more needs to be done to include reflective practices and 

support educators as they progress in their teaching careers, and not just at the beginning. 

The Current Study 

The three studies of this dissertation concern the role of culture in FL education and 

whether teachers are fostering critical discourses among students, which in turn can help develop 

valuable skills outside of the classroom. Article one focused on a large-scale nationwide survey 

exploring culture beliefs and practices of US collegiate FL teachers. The second article is the 

theoretical piece that proposes a new framework for FL education comprising clear explanations 
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and guidelines to promote culture from a postmodernist perspective and through innovative 

technologies. Article three is a mixed-methods case study which aimed at providing an online 

training to a small group of Italian language educators. The training focused on the new 

framework and VR technologies, and culminated with the development of a lesson plan 

integrating what was learned by the participants. Considered together, the three articles of this 

dissertation offer insights into the teaching of culture from a critical perspective and the 

development of innovative pedagogies in the landscape of FL education.  

Article One 

 Understanding the role of culture in the collegiate FL classroom is important to support 

effective pedagogical strategies and to initiate changes that will support the development of 

students’ critical thinking skills that are useful beyond instructional contexts. This study reports 

on a large-scale investigation of 197 collegiate FL teachers in the US in relation to their culture 

teaching and learning beliefs and their classroom practices. 

The objective of this research was to explore how US post-secondary FL teachers engage 

with culture, what they deem as important in terms of culture teaching and learning, and what 

tools and materials they choose to integrate in their own instructional contexts. The investigation 

of these specific areas aims at informing future practices relating to the teaching of culture in 

collegiate institutions in the US. Data from an online survey distributed nationwide, and data 

from semi-structured interviews conducted with 10 participants, all teachers of Italian, were 

analyzed to examine the current role of culture according to FL educators. 

Article one addressed the following research questions: 

1. What are FL teachers’ beliefs about culture teaching and learning and what do they 

hope students gain from being exposed to culture? 
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2. Among four core definitions of culture, which definition do FL teachers align with 

the most? 

3. What are FL teachers’ culture teaching practices? 

4. What materials and technologies do FL teachers integrate into their culture teaching 

practices? 

Article Two 

 The need to address culture in the FL classroom from a critical perspective has been 

emphasized by scholars (e.g., Byram, 2012; Canale, 2016; Garrett‐Rucks, 2013), however 

research tells us that current teaching approaches still mostly focus on grammar and that class 

time is scarcely devoted to culture (Asay et al., 2019). Furthermore, there seems to be a dearth of 

clarity and practical examples in terms of culture-teaching approaches and intercultural 

frameworks that can be easily implemented by educators in their classrooms. To address this 

issue, this study proposes a new framework for the teaching and learning of culture, drawing on 

four conceptualizations of culture in FL teaching and ethnographic techniques and theory. The 

objective of the novel framework, called Critical Transcultural Competence (CTC) framework, is 

to promote critical thinking and meaningful learning through cutting-edge technologies such as 

VR. 

 This study applies Grant and Osanloo’s (2016) recommended guidelines for the 

development of a theoretical framework. These guidelines involve identifying theories that 

intersect with one’s epistemological values, understanding the importance of such theories to the 

researcher, considering opposite arguments, applying answers to “how” theories connect to the 

problem, the study’s purpose, the significance, the design, and finally providing a descriptive 

blueprint for the reader. 
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In this article, the following research questions were investigated: 

1. Building on core conceptualizations of culture, what should a framework aimed at 

supporting FL teachers’ critical and transcultural practices look like?  

2. How can the proposed framework be applied to VR-based teaching materials? 

Article Three 

  Teacher preparation and professional development opportunities can influence how 

language and culture are approached in the FL classroom (Byrd et al., 2011). Learning how to 

teach and implementing updated guidelines in pedagogical practices is a complex and long-term 

process. Throughout their careers, FL educators should be given the opportunity to learn about 

new pedagogical methodologies and approaches, and experiment with tools that fit students’ 

needs as well as address issues of today’s global context. The five-principle CTC framework 

aims at supporting educators in the teaching of culture beyond essentialist views and limited 

nation-state perspectives. The novel framework, which has never been implemented in FL 

teaching practices, also supports the use of new technologies such as VR, a tool that can expose 

and immerse students in diverse scenarios and, when used intentionally, it may lead to new 

understandings of culture. 

This study consisted of an online six-module training aimed at exploring seven collegiate 

Italian language teachers’ beliefs about culture teaching and learning, guiding them through the 

CTC framework and exposing them to VR technologies, and then investigate what the 

participants consider to be the potential affordances and limitations of VR-based teaching 

materials for the development of CTC. Data sources were collected before, during, and after the 

training and included results from the nationwide survey and semi-structured interviews from 
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article 1; surveys, discussion boards, and lesson plans as part of the training; and final focus 

group interviews. 

Pedagogical content knowledge (PCK) was used as a framework to evaluate how 

participants’ understanding of CTC developed throughout the training and whether their 

discourses matched what they did in practice, as they developed lesson plans for their Italian 

courses. 

Article three explored the following research questions: 

1. How does online targeted training, based on the CTC framework, shape FL teachers’ 

beliefs about culture teaching and learning? 

2. What do FL teachers consider to be the potential affordances and limitations of VR-

based teaching materials for the development of CTC? 
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ARTICLE ONE: CULTURE BELIEFS AND PRACTICES OF US COLLEGIATE 

LANGUAGE TEACHERS: FINDINGS FROM A NATIONWIDE SURVEY 

Abstract 

Although culture has traditionally received less attention than grammar or vocabulary in foreign 

language courses, in the last few decades the profession has given increased attention to its 

teaching and learning (ACTFL 1996; 2015).  This article presents findings from a survey study 

investigating US collegiate foreign language educators’ beliefs, practices, and the tools they use 

inside the classroom for the teaching and learning of culture. Findings show that they believe that 

it is important to teach and learn about culture, however a third of them report avoiding cultural 

topics toward which they feel negatively disposed. A majority explained that they supplement 

their textbook cultural information with additional resources (e.g., images, poems, art, digital 

media, and internet sites). The resources adopted vary, however they still remain largely 

traditional both in scope but also in what they are used for. The article concludes by suggesting 

that using emerging technologies together with a solid framework could lead to new 

understandings of how culture can be taught and learned through immersion, and perhaps engage 

teachers and learners in culture-related discussions that would be avoided otherwise; however, 

sustained professional development will be needed to support teachers to successfully integrate 

these new tools into instruction. 

Keywords: culture beliefs, culture practices, intercultural competence, virtual reality 

Introduction 

In the last few decades there has been a transformation in the perception of the role of 

culture in FL education. While earlier models tended to view culture as a static body of 

knowledge, separated from the studied language, more recently, theories of intercultural 
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competence have gained wide acceptance by scholars as well as teachers (e.g., Liddicoat & 

Scarino, 2013; McConachy & Hata, 2013; Sercu, 2006). Under the static view of culture, 

students learned about facts, famous people, touristic places, and historical events as fixed 

knowledge. A central problem with this approach was that it did not affect language learners’ 

meaning-making processes when interacting with others (Liddicoat, 2004). Following, the 

teaching of culture evolved to learning about dynamic practices used by individuals to structure 

and understand their social world (Liddicoat, 2001). Despite the greater emphasis on the 

integration of language with culture seen in this dynamic view, the generalization of everyday 

customs and habits to all speakers of the studied language did not consider transnational 

processes. According to Risager (2007), FL learning should not be confined to the national 

scene. On the contrary, it should recognize the multicultural and multilingual nature of the bigger 

world and the specific setting, and language learners should be positioned in these global and 

complex contexts. Likewise, Kramsch and Hua (2020) explain that intercultural communication 

involves individual memories and experiences no longer bound to national borders. In the era of 

globalization, nations have become socially diversified, and generalizing cultural practices to an 

entire country has thus become inadequate (Kramsch & Vinall, 2015).  

Current theoretical approaches stress the concept of intercultural competence, which 

emphasizes the ability to interact with accuracy and in socially appropriate ways, depending on 

the interlocutor and the context. The ICC model proposed by Byram (1997) is central to this 

approach. The ICC model includes five skills that contribute to becoming an intercultural 

speaker, or a “mediator,” who is not limited to specific languages or cultures, but instead is 

competent across multiple languages and cultural borders. In comparison to the static and 

dynamic views outlined above, this approach goes a step further because it implies that to 
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understand the “other” perspective first there needs to be an understanding of one’s own culture, 

attitudes, and behaviors.  

Despite gaining acceptance by scholars and teachers, little about theories of intercultural 

competence has filtered to classroom practices (McConachy, 2018) due to an overcrowded 

curriculum and insufficient training (Díaz, 2013; Oranje & Feryok, 2013). Textbook research 

also highlights the scarce pedagogical activities that embrace complexity, raise students’ 

awareness, and prepare them for intercultural experiences (Hillard, 2014). Scholars have also 

claimed that culture continues to be tackled only to reinforce and enrich language teaching 

(Byram & Wagner, 2018; Kramsch, 1995; Phillips, 2003). The existing gap between theories and 

classroom practices suggests that educators may not be adequately prepared for teaching culture 

beyond static and generalizable information, which is problematic because in today’s world 

students are likely to meet people from diverse cultures, and ethnocentric stances can lead to 

misjudgments and unsuccessful interactions. 

The goal of this study was to gain an understanding of how US post-secondary FL 

teachers engage with culture in their classrooms. Although a number of studies have reported on 

teachers’ beliefs and practices in relation to culture, especially in the K-12 context, (e.g., Oranje 

& Smith, 2018; Sercu, 2006; Sercu, del Carmen Méndez García, & Prieto, 2005; Young & 

Sachdev, 2011), to date no study has looked specifically at what beliefs collegiate FL teachers in 

the US hold about culture teaching, what practices they enact in the classroom, and what 

materials and technology they use to teach culture. The following research questions guided this 

research: 

1. What are FL teachers’ beliefs about culture teaching and learning and what do they hope 

students gain from being exposed to culture? 
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2. Among four core definitions of culture, which definition do FL teachers align with the most? 

3. What are FL teachers’ culture teaching practices? 

4. What materials and technologies do FL teachers integrate into their culture teaching 

practices? 

 This article is divided into six sections. The first section presents a review of the literature 

in relation to teacher beliefs and practices about culture, materials and technology tools used to 

teach culture, and a summary of four core conceptualizations of culture as found in the literature. 

The next section describes the methodology of this study, including participants, instruments and 

procedures, and data analysis. The third section introduces the results of the survey, followed by 

the fourth section which includes the discussion and implications. The fifth section describes the 

limitations of the study followed by suggestions for future research.  

Literature Review 

Teacher Beliefs and Practices about Culture 

Conceptions of language learning brought to instructional environments may impact 

educators’ practices, and consequently how students learn languages (Kern, 1995). Investigating 

and understanding teachers’ views and practices is an important endeavor considering the 

potential influence on language learning. Numerous studies have explored teachers’ views on 

how language and culture should be learned and how their practices align, or not, with 

intercultural learning models. For example, Sercu (2006) looked at how teaching practices of K-

12 FL educators from various countries (i.e., Belgium, Bulgaria, Greece, Mexico, Poland, Spain, 

and Sweden) met the specifications of Byram’s (1997) ICC model. Survey findings suggested 

that some participants believed in teaching for intercultural competence; however, when 

explicitly asked about their teaching practices it appeared that they aimed at expanding learners’ 
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factual knowledge, without encouraging skills of discovery, interaction, relation, and 

interpretation. Sercu concluded that professional training, which provides teachers with 

opportunities and practical examples to align their practices with the ICC model, is strongly 

needed. Oranje and Smith (2018) also found a mismatch between beliefs and practices, with K-

12 FL teachers being in favor of promoting intercultural competence skills, but yet not 

implementing in their classrooms an approach which would promote these. In a similar study, 

Young and Sachdev (2011) investigated the beliefs and practices of experienced teachers in 

relation to the ICC model. While most participants believed in the importance of fostering 

intercultural competence among language learners, they identified a lack of support in textbooks 

and institutional syllabi for effective approaches to interculturality. Another study looked at 

whether culture practices of English teachers reflected a constructivist perspective (Sercu et al., 

2005). The findings revealed that educators primarily focused on teaching culture as fixed 

knowledge, and techniques that scaffold learning and the construction of students’ personal 

meanings were largely ignored.  

All in all, research on teacher beliefs and practices shows that although educators believe 

that intercultural approaches are valuable, in the instructional setting culture is still addressed in 

a factual manner. Some educators also recognize the insufficient support in professional training 

as well as the lack of appropriate pedagogical materials. Clearly, there is a need to prepare 

language professionals on teaching culture beyond fixed knowledge with applicable guidelines 

and concrete examples. 

Materials and Technology for Culture Teaching 

Materials for FL teaching can be divided into five different categories: instructional 

materials guide the learner in practicing the language, informative materials inform about the 
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language, experiential materials provide an experience of the language in use, eliciting materials 

encourage to use the language, and exploratory materials help the learner to make discoveries 

about the language (Tomlinson, 2012). Since students learn in different ways, a variety of 

materials (e.g., films, literary pieces, art, etc.) should be available to use. For the teaching of 

culture, scholars argue that textbooks still play a central role (Davcheva & Sercu, 2005), 

nevertheless educators choose to utilize supplemental resources. For example, literary works 

have been investigated as venues for teaching culture in FL courses. Peterson and Coltrane 

(2003) explained that texts that are carefully selected for a group of students with a specific goal 

in mind can help them acquire insight into culture. Davidheiser (2007) proposed using fairytales 

in beginner-level German courses and focusing on the meaning and nuances of the stories. 

Warner (2020) looked at the literary compositions of two advanced German language learners 

and what their work revealed about developing symbolic awareness and an intercultural stance. 

Warner explained that literary works can be used to consider the emerging positions and 

identities of those who are learning to navigate new symbolic and cultural landscapes in another 

language. Other research focused on the use of films for teaching culture. Kaiser (2011) 

addressed the use of films as pedagogical tools to help students explore characters’ emotional 

reactions to other characters or to events, which could be sometimes difficult for American 

students to read. Kaiser and Shibahara (2014) considered what a close reading of a film can offer 

to FL learners through the exploration of three semiotic systems, language, image, and sound, 

which are employed to create meaning in films. Zhu (2019) discussed the benefits and challenges 

of integrating film into the Chinese language curriculum to promote students’ intercultural 

competence by asking them to examine historical events or cultural phenomena from different 

perspectives. 
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Technologies have also been widely investigated for FL teaching and learning (e.g., 

Churn, Kern, & Smith, 2016; Farr & Murray, 2016; Fornara & Lomicka, 2019; Kessler & 

Hubbard, 2017; Liu, Moore, Graham, & Lee, 2002). Over the years many activities have been 

proposed for diverse areas, for example writing (Andujar, 2016; Li & Hegelheimer, 2013; 

Rahimi & Pourshahbaz, 2018), speaking (Fouz-Gonzalez, 2017; Kessler, 2010; Lys, 2013), 

listening (De la Fuente, 2018; Nah, 2011), reading (Chang & Hsu, 2011; Wang & Smith. 2013), 

as well as culture (Furstenberg et al., 2001; Garrett-Rucks, 2013; Godwin-Jones, 2013). 

Regarding culture, research has identified three main approaches to using technology (Guth & 

Helm, 2011). The first one is the “access and production” approach which focuses on the use and 

development of multimedia content. An example of this approach can be seen in a study 

conducted by Garrett-Rucks (2013), which explored how digital cultural resources, including 

authentic texts and pre-recorded video interviews, contributed to beginner French students’ 

intercultural sensitivity. The second approach is the “communicative and collaborative” 

approach (i.e., telecollaboration) which exploits the affordances of the Internet and those 

technologies that allow for interactions among language learners in geographically distant 

locations. This approach is exemplified in the work undertaken in the Cultura curricular initiative 

(Furstenberg, Levet, English, & Maillet, 2001). In this project French and American students 

observed, compared, and analyzed perspectives and resources from their own culture and 

exchanged viewpoints through online discussions. Last, the “bridging” approach to culture 

teaching focuses on exposing students to unstructured online activities where communicative 

exchanges are less controlled with the goal to help learners step out of their “student shoes” and 

engage in informal meaning-making processes. Using ecological constructivism as a theoretical 

framework, Ducate and Lomicka (2013) investigated French and German learners’ use of mobile 
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devices for formal and informal interactions with the target language and culture. Although some 

activities were teacher-structured, other tasks required learners to communicate on social 

networking sites about open topics for anyone to read. In this self-guided process, participants 

were able to “stumble and learn” (p. 458), discover new information that they had not 

anticipated, and participate in informal exchanges in online language communities. 

 Kessler (2018) explains that today language teachers are faced with so many options for 

using technology to enhance language learning that it can be overwhelming. Technology use in 

language courses is not only influenced by personal factors, such as skills and interests, but also 

contextual factors, such as the academic culture and resources of the institution. Chun et al. 

(2016) emphasized that understanding the affordances and constraints of technology tools, 

whatever they may be, the specific learning goals, and the teaching context can lead to a 

purposeful use of technology. Dema and Moeller (2012) underscored that the teaching of culture 

and language should be combined with an inquiry-based approach utilizing instructional 

technology. Such an approach can promote student motivation and engagement, and the 

overcoming of issues of stereotypes and lack of intercultural awareness. Nevertheless, it is 

important to emphasize that “technology should not be seen as a panacea, or a goal in and of 

itself,” (Chun et al., 2016, p. 77) but rather as a means to support and enhance the teaching of 

cultures and languages. Kessler (2018) argued that language teacher preparation for technology 

use is often neglected completely or still focused on existing technologies, rather than looking 

for cutting-edge tools that can enhance or revolutionize teaching and learning. Identifying what 

technologies and tools educators are currently integrating into their own language courses for the 

teaching of culture can be the first step to better prepare future teachers for the use of emerging 



26 
 

and cutting-edge technology tools, such as VR, augmented reality (AR), and artificial 

intelligence. 

Core Definitions of Culture 

 Although culture has been defined in a number of ways, four core definitions prevail in 

the scholarly literature on culture teaching and learning. These four definitions reflect multiple 

conceptualizations of the cultural dimension of language teaching and learning. For example, 

Byram and his colleagues focus on ICC and intercultural citizenship (Byram, 2012; Wagner & 

Byram, 2017); Risager considers linguaculture as a useful construct to understand the 

relationship that exists between language, culture, and society in a globalized world and stresses 

transnational dynamics in this global perspective (Risager, 2005, 2014); Kramsch first proposed 

the notion of third place (i.e., a position where students gain unique insights into their own 

culture and the target culture) and reframed it later as symbolic competence (Kramsch, 2013; 

Kramsch & Hua, 2020), going beyond conceptualizations of intercultural education; Dervin 

offers to look at culture from a liquid perspective (Dervin, 2010; Simpson & Dervin, 2019). 

According to Kramsch (2013), culture is a social-semiotic construct, co-constructed 

through language and other symbolic systems. Kramsch explains that speakers do not just 

perform culture, instead they construct it in interaction with others. In this light, language 

learners construct their own subject positions “through the questions they ask and the topics they 

choose to talk about or to avoid” (Kramsch, 2013, p. 68). Over time, these subject positions 

constitute a discursive practice called “culture.” Differently from a modernist view that 

emphasizes the “Big C” and “little c” dichotomy, Kramsch’s (2013) postmodernist perspective 

highlights that culture is a discursive practice, and language speakers create new meanings in the 

process of understanding others. Risager (2012) also suggests that culture should be viewed as a 
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dynamic discursive process, no longer bound to the territory of a nation-state. Risager questions 

the national paradigm and emphasizes the flowing of linguaculture, a term that stresses the 

disconnections and re-connections between language and culture as individuals spread in social 

networks, across discourse communities. Thus, language and culture learning and teaching 

should not be confined to the national scene, but rather it should recognize that the world is 

multicultural and multilingual, and the classroom itself is a site of intersection of multiple 

discourses and unique linguacultures (Risager, 2010). 

Byram’s (1997, 2011) theory of ICC is another model that has received extensive 

attention from researchers and educators. According to this model, both teachers and learners 

need to be aware of their own culture and other cultures (Byram, Holmes, & Savvides, 2013). 

More recently, Byram suggested that the objectives of FL teaching should be combined with 

those of intercultural citizenship, with a global and critical approach leading to concrete action in 

the world (Porto & Byram, 2015). On the other hand, Dervin (2010) criticized Byram’s ICC 

model due to its emphasis on agreement and harmony and generalization of culture, and 

proposed to look at intercultural discourses through a “liquid approach.” This term is based on 

the idea that knowledge, society, and subjectivity are dynamic and contextual phenomena 

realized in dialogues between different people with different perspectives. Unlike the “solidity” 

of the nation-states, a liquid and fluid approach views each individual constructing their culture 

and reality through interactions. Dervin (2017) also emphasized that within classroom walls both 

students and teachers do not start from “scratch,” but rather they have had intercultural 

experiences on which they might have, or not, reflected upon. Individuals who have not traveled 

abroad, have likely had direct experiences with diversities through acquaintances or indirect ones 

through the media, education, and so forth. Thus, in the FL classroom, teachers should provide 
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students with theoretical and methodological reflective tools to interpret and dig deeper into 

those experiences (Dervin, 2015).  

While previous studies have examined beliefs, practices, materials, and technologies used 

by K-12 teachers in the US and around the world, this study focused on a different population of 

FL teachers, those teaching in higher education in the US. This article contributes to the existing 

literature by examining these specific areas and the findings aim to inform future practices 

relating to the teaching of culture in collegiate institutions in the US. The following sections 

present the methodology of this study, including how participants were recruited, data collection 

instruments and procedures, data analysis, as well the findings in response to the research 

questions outlined above. 

Methodology 

Participants 

The participants of this study were educators (i.e., teaching any language other than 

English) of modern FL at universities across the US. Educators with various titles, for example 

graduate teaching assistants, adjunct professors, lecturers, assistant professors, etc., were eligible 

to take part in this study as long as they were the instructor of record for a basic FL course. In 

this paper, the term “basic FL courses” refers to beginner (1st and 2nd semester) and intermediate 

(3rd and 4th semester) courses that have traditionally focused on the development of linguistic 

skills, rather than content as seen in more advanced language classes. Participants were recruited 

via email, listservs (i.e., the American Association of University Supervisors, Coordinators, and 

Directors of Language Programs, various language-specific associations such as the American 

Association of Teachers of Italian, the American Association of Teachers of French, the 

American Association of Teachers of German, etc.), social networking sites (i.e., Facebook and 
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Twitter), public forums (i.e., the American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages 

Special Interest Group forums, the MLA Commons forums, etc.), and at professional 

conferences (i.e., the International Conference on the Development and Assessment of 

Intercultural Competence). In Spring 2020, participants completed an online survey reporting on 

their beliefs, practices, materials and technology tools used for the teaching of culture. A total of 

224 FL educators completed the survey. 

All submitted surveys were checked to ensure that respondents were collegiate FL 

instructors teaching a modern FL in the basic language sequence in the US. For instance, if a 

participant reported that she was currently teaching English as a second or as a FL, such response 

was excluded since this study specifically focuses on college-level FL teachers in the US. Of the 

224 individuals who completed the survey, 197 were included in this study. Twenty-seven 

respondents were excluded for several reasons: one participant chose to withdraw briefly after 

completing the survey, another participant reported being the owner of a private language school 

where he taught, and since this study focuses on collegiate FL teachers, he was excluded from 

the data. Three more participants were not teaching in the university context in the US and seven 

more were teaching English, American Sign Language, and Latin. The two latter languages were 

excluded from this study because they are not modern FL languages. Fifteen participants 

reported teaching advanced language courses, and since this study focused on the beginner and 

intermediate language levels, they were excluded from the data.  

 Table 1 provides a breakdown of respondents by job title, language taught and level, and 

mode of instruction. A majority of respondents (52.27%; n=103) were contractual instructors 

while 46.11% (n=91) were regular faculty. The “other” category under current job title includes 

individuals in administrative positions, such as directors of Language Resource Centers, with 
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teaching duties. A majority of respondents (77.14%; n=152) taught CTLs, while 30.44% (n=60) 

taught LCTLs, including Portuguese, Arabic, Chinese, Japanese, among other languages. Since 

multiple FL teachers reported teaching more than one language, the breakdown by language 

totals more than the number of participants. Regarding course level, 23.35% (n=46) exclusively 

taught beginner courses while 24.87% (n=49) taught intermediate-level courses. The majority of 

participants, that is 63.95% (n=126), reported teaching solely face-to-face. 

Table 1 

Profile of Survey Respondents 

 Percentage 

Current job title 

 Graduate teaching assistant   

 Instructor 

 Lecturer 

 Adjunct professor 

 Assistant professor 

 Associate professor  

 Professor 

 Other 

 

16.75% (n=33) 

4.56% (n=9) 

20.81% (n=41) 

10.15% (n=20) 

17.70% (n=35) 

15.22% (n=30) 

13.19% (n=26) 

1.52% (n=3) 

Breakdown by language  

 Spanish 

 French 

 German 

 Italian 

 

41.11% (n=81) 

22.84% (n=45) 

13.19% (n=26) 

12.18% (n=24) 
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 Russian 

 Other languages 

5.07% (n=10) 

13.19% (n=26) 

Course level 

 Beginner 

 Beginner and intermediate 

 Intermediate 

Mode of instruction 

 Face-to-face 

 Face-to-face and online 

 Online 

 

23.35% (n=46) 

51.77% (n=102) 

24.87% (n=49) 

 

63.95% (n=126) 

34.01% (n=67) 

2.03% (n=4) 

 

At the end of the survey, 24 participants who taught Italian courses were invited to 

participate in a 60-minute online semi-structured interview to further explore their beliefs, 

practices, and the materials and technologies they use to teach culture. A total of 10 participants 

responded positively to this invitation. Table 2 provides the background of the participants who 

took part in the follow-up interview. Pseudonyms were assigned to each participant.  

Table 2 

Profile of Interview Participants 

Current position Educational background 

Graduate Assistant 

 Mark 

 Simon 

Professor/Lecturer 

 

Doctoral student in SLA 

Doctoral student in Cultural studies 
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 Anna 

 Linda 

 Sarah 

 Susan 

 Peter 

 Ryan 

 Tom 

 Zach 

PhD in Italian Literature 

PhD in Italian 

MA in Italian Studies 

MA in Italian Language and Literature 

PhD in Italian Studies 

PhD in SLA 

PhD in Italian 

PhD in Italian 

 

Instruments and Procedures 

Survey 

A four-section mixed-methods Qualtrics survey (see Appendix A) was disseminated 

nationwide and completed online by participants. The first section aimed at eliciting participant 

information, that is their current job title, mode of instruction, language taught and level, and an 

estimate of how much time they devote to the teaching and learning of culture in their own 

language classroom. The second section included three groups of five statements, to be rated on 

a 6-point Likert scale from strongly disagree to strongly agree. The first group of statements 

addressed teachers’ beliefs about the teaching and learning of culture. The second group looked 

at teachers’ practices regarding culture in the classroom setting. The third group of statements 

explored what teachers hope students gain by learning culture in FL courses. The third section of 

the Qualtrics survey focused on materials and technology use. Participants were asked whether 

they supplement the textbook cultural information with additional resources and were asked to 

provide examples of materials, technology tools, and activities in relation to the teaching of 
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culture. In the last section of the survey participants ranked four definitions of culture, from four 

well-known scholars as explained in the literature review, from the one with which they aligned 

the most to the one with which they aligned the least. 

Prior to its distribution the survey was piloted to assess the quality of the questions, 

protocol, and potential responses (Prior, 2019). Johanson and Brooks (2010) explain that a pilot 

study is often recommended to address issues of appropriate language, rectify omissions and 

obvious errors, and investigate the feasibility of a study prior to data collection. The online 

survey was distributed under the same conditions to a participant sample, as suggested in the 

literature of Internet survey research (Alreck & Settle, 1995; Hill, 1998). Based on the feedback 

received from the pilot, revisions were made to the survey which was next distributed online. 

Responses were gathered from January 2020 through April 2020. 

Interviews 

At the end of the survey, 24 participants who taught Italian courses were invited to 

participate in a 60-minute online semi-structured interview. Ten participants agreed to be 

interviewed. Two were graduate teaching assistants pursuing doctoral degrees, while of the 

remaining eight, six held doctoral degrees and two held master’s degrees. Overall, more 

interviewees had a background in literature/cultural studies (80%) than linguistics (20%). The 

semi-structured interviews included questions based on participants’ survey responses to further 

understand their culture teaching practices, beliefs, and adopted materials and technologies. With 

participants’ permission, the interviews were audio- and video-recorded via Zoom, automatically 

transcribed, and finally proofread while listening to the recordings. Filler words such as “like” 

and “um” were removed to facilitate reading. 

Data Analysis 
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Numerical data from the survey were analyzed using descriptive statistics, including frequency, 

percentage, mean, mode, median, and standard deviation. Qualitative data obtained from the 

survey and follow-up interviews were analyzed using thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke 

(2006)), to uncover patterns about teachers’ beliefs, practices, materials, and use of technology 

tools for the teaching of culture in FL courses. Braun and Clarke (2006) suggest a six-phase 

method to the data analysis process: become familiar with the data (step 1), generate initial codes 

(step 2), search for themes (step 3), review themes (step 4), define themes (step 5), write up 

findings (step 6). While presented in a linear fashion, this method is actually an iterative and 

reflective process that develops over time and is characterized by a constant moving back and 

forward between phases. In step 1, the researcher read and re-read the transcripts to get familiar 

with the data and explore the phenomenon under study. In step 2, the researcher loaded the 

transcripts into QSR International’s NVivo 12, a qualitative data analysis software, which would 

facilitate a methodical way of analyzing the data. A combination of inductive and deductive 

coding was utilized to derive codes for each segment of the data that was relevant or captured 

something interesting about the study research questions before. In Step 3 in this data analysis, 

the researcher combined codes to form overarching themes based on their significance to the 

research questions and the insights they revealed. In Step 4, the researcher reviewed the themes 

and modified as needed. The goal of this step is to ensure that the themes make sense and are 

relevant for the study’s research questions. The themes that emerged from the data included: 

culture definitions, culture teaching beliefs, culture learning beliefs, culture teaching practices, 

teaching materials, and technology tools. In Step 5, the researcher examined what each theme 

explained and how the themes related to each other. For example, how do beliefs about culture 

teaching relate to practices and materials used? Or how do selected definitions align with culture 
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teaching and learning beliefs? In Step 6, the write up started by selecting the themes that 

contributed meaningfully to answer each research question and reporting on these in this article. 

Data collected with the online survey and the follow-up interview were triangulated to answer 

this study’s research questions.  

Results  

Findings will be reported in the order this study’s research questions were initially 

presented. 

FL Teachers’ Beliefs about Culture Teaching and Learning 

In the survey, participants were asked to share their opinion regarding what teaching and 

learning culture is about and the majority agreed with the statements included in the table below 

(Table 3). For example, 92.90% (n=183) strongly agreed and agreed with the belief that teaching 

and learning culture is about appreciating similarities and differences between one own’s culture 

and the target culture; 89.85% (n=177) strongly agreed and agreed with the statement that culture 

teaching and learning involves developing and using skills necessary to solve cross-cultural 

challenges. The statement with which participants disagreed the most, although only 4.57% 

(n=9) did, concerned the belief that culture learning includes adopting alternative views of seeing 

and living in the world. 

Table 3 

FL Teachers’ Beliefs About Culture Teaching and Learning 

In my opinion, the teaching and learning culture is about... 

 Strongly 

disagree 

Disagree 

Somewha

t disagree 

Somewha

t agree 

Agree 

Strongly 

agree 
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1. Reflecting on 

one’s own 

culture through 

the study of the 

target culture 

0.51% 

(n=1) 

1.02% 

(n=2) 

1.02% 

(n=2) 

13.71% 

(n=27) 

34.01% 

(n=67) 

49.75% 

(n=98) 

2. Recognizing 

the role one’s 

own cultural 

values play in 

shaping attitudes 

toward other 

cultures 

1.02% 

(n=2) 

0.51% 

(n=1) 

2.03% 

(n=4) 

 

5.58% 

(n=11) 

 

 

32.49% 

(n=64) 

 

58.38% 

(n=115) 

3. Appreciating 

similarities and 

differences 

between one 

own’s culture 

and the target 

culture 

0.51% 

(n=1) 

 

0% 

(n=0) 

 

1.02% 

(n=2) 

5.58% 

(n=11) 

22.34% 

(n=44) 

70.56% 

(n=139) 

4. Adopting 

alternative views 

of seeing and 

0.51% 

(n=1) 

0% 

(n=0) 

4.06% 

(n=8) 

10.66% 

(n=21) 

16.75% 

(n=33) 

68.02% 

(n=134) 
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living in the 

world 

5. Developing 

and using the 

skills needed to 

solve cross-

cultural 

challenges 

1.02% 

(n=2) 

0.51% 

(n=1) 

0.51% 

(n=1) 

8.12% 

(n=16) 

 

25.38% 

(n=50) 

 

64.47% 

(n=127) 

 

In the survey, participants were also invited to indicate what they hope students can gain 

from culture learning in the classroom (Table 4). The majority of participants strongly agreed 

and agreed with the statements, which are the same as those presented in Table 3 above. As in 

the previous table, the large majority of participants (96.44%, n=190) strongly agreed and agreed 

with the statement concerning the appreciation of similarities and differences between students’ 

own culture and the target culture. Adopting alternative views of seeing and living in the world 

was the statement with which participants disagreed the most again, although only 5.08% (n=10) 

of them did. Susan, one of the participants that participated in the follow-up interview, reported 

that her FL courses are designed to help students become aware of their own upbringings and 

others’ social practices, habits, and systems of thoughts which may be different from their own. 

Similarly, Mark stated that culture teaching and learning is about being “exposed to more 

opinions and points of view” and not just making “sheer comparisons because it makes cultures 

look as if they were fixed identities.” 
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Table 4 

FL Teachers’ Hopes Regarding the Learning of Culture 

Regarding the teaching and learning of culture, I hope my students will... 

 Strongly 

disagree 

Disagree 

Somewhat 

disagree 

Somewhat 

agree 

Agree 

Strongly 

agree 

1. Reflect on 

their own culture 

through the 

study of the 

target culture 

0% 

(n=0) 

0% 

(n=0) 

2.03% 

(n=4) 

4.06% 

(n=8) 

24.37% 

(n=48) 

69.54% 

(n=137) 

2. Recognize the 

role their own 

cultural values 

play in shaping 

attitudes toward 

other cultures 

0% 

(n=0) 

0.51% 

(n=1) 

0.51% 

(n=1) 

4.57% 

(n=9) 

23.86% 

(n=47) 

70.56% 

(n=139) 

3. Appreciate 

similarities and 

differences 

between their 

own culture and 

the target culture 

0% 

(n=0) 

0% 

(n=0) 

0.51% 

(n=1) 

3.05% 

(n=6) 

18.27% 

(n=36) 

78.17% 

(n=154) 
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4. Adopt 

alternative views 

of seeing and 

living in the 

world 

0.51% 

(n=1) 

2.03% 

(n=4) 

2.54% 

(n=5) 

8.12% 

(n=16) 

15.23% 

(n=30) 

71.57% 

(n=141) 

5. Develop and 

use the skills 

needed to solve 

cross-cultural 

challenges 

0% 

(n=0) 

0% 

(n=0) 

0.51% 

(n=1) 

4.06% 

(n=8) 

19.29% 

(n=38) 

76.14% 

(n=150) 

 

When it comes to how much time participants devote to culture teaching in the classroom 

and how frequently they integrate culture in their lessons, participants reported devoting 32.63% 

of class time to culture on average in any given week (Table 6) and 37.26% of class time in any 

given semester (Table 6). Surprisingly, 47.20% (n=93) reported that they always integrate 

culture in their lessons which does not quite align with the time they said they devote to culture 

teaching in a given week or semester (Table 7). Regarding the time devoted to culture, one 

participant explained that it is not possible to quantify such an amount of time, and two others 

stated that it depends on whether it is a beginner or intermediate level course. In his interview, 

Simon reported having a supervisor who is “traditional in terms of memorize and regurgitate,” 

and for this reason there is generally no time for culture from a more reflective perspective. 

Similarly, Ryan commented that “we are slaves of the book, and some chapters are very 

challenging from a grammar perspective and therefore it is not possible to stop and talk about 
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culture,” which might be indicative of a view of culture as separate from language. Anna 

reported that her curriculum is not too dense, however her language department often falls back 

on organizing learning units around grammatical and lexical themes, rather than culture, thus 

“culture still feels like something we just fit it,” rather than being at the core of the curriculum.   

Table 5 

Integration of Culture in FL Courses According to FL Teachers Over One Week 

 Percentage 

Time devoted to culture over one week 

 Mean 

 Minimum 

 Maximum 

 Median 

 Mode 

 Standard deviation 

 

32.63% (n=0.32) 

0% (n=0) 

100% (n=1) 

25% (n=0.25) 

20% (n=0.20) 

0.241924941 

 

Table 6 

Integration of Culture in FL Courses According to FL Teachers Over One Semester 

 Percentage 

Time devoted to culture over one semester 

 Mean 

 Minimum 

 Maximum 

 Median 

 

37.26% (n=0.37) 

1% (n=0.01) 

100% (n=1) 

30% (n=0.30) 
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 Mode 

 Standard deviation 

20% (n=0.20) 

0.246319121 

 

Table 7 

How Often FL Teachers Integrate Culture in Their Lessons 

I always integrate culture in my lessons 47.20% (n=93)  

I often integrate culture in my lessons 38.58% (n=76) 

I sometimes integrate culture in my lessons 13.71% (n=27) 

I rarely integrate culture in my lessons 0.51% (n=1) 

 

FL Teachers’ Alignment with Core Definitions of Culture Teaching and Learning 

Finally, four definitions of culture teaching and learning were included in the survey and 

participants were asked to indicate how well they aligned with each definition. Participants 

ranked the definitions from the one with which they aligned the most to the one with which they 

aligned the least (Table 8). Data show that more than 59.89% (n=118) of participants agreed with 

Byram’s conceptualization of culture. Less than 20% agreed with how Dervin (16.24%, n=32), 

Risager (13.20%, n=26) or Kramsch define culture (10.66%, n=21). 

Table 8 

FL Teachers’ Alignment with Core Definitions of Culture Teaching and Learning 

 Percentage 

Byram: The teaching of culture prepares 

students for interactions with people of other 

cultural backgrounds while teaching them 

59.89% (n=118) 
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skills, attitudes, and knowledge. Knowing and 

understanding other people and societies 

involves knowledge and understanding of 

oneself and one’s own society.   

  

Dervin: Culture refers to the idea that 

knowledge, society, and subjectivity are 

dynamic and contextual phenomena realized 

in dialogues between people with different 

perspectives. Culture learning occurs when 

teachers and students construct their culture 

and reality through interactions. 

 

Risager: The teaching of culture should break 

with the traditional view of language as part 

of closed national borders. Rather, culture and 

culture teaching are characterized by 

transnational flows of people, commodities, 

and ideas part of today’s complex world. 

 

Kramsch: Culture learning can be viewed in 

terms of a third place, a unique space 

occupied by language learners somewhere 

 

 

 

 

 

16.24% (n=32) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

13.20% (n=26) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

10.66% (n=21) 
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between their familiar cultures and the target 

cultures. Culture learning happens when 

teachers and students are engaged in creating 

a culture of a third kind through dialogues. 

 

FL Teachers’ Practices in Relation to Culture 

Five different practices for culture teaching were presented to participants who were 

asked to indicate whether they engaged in these in any given semester (Table 9). Unlike 

participants’ previous responses to statements in other sections of the survey, in this section 

participants did not strongly agree as much with the statements. For example, 4.57% (n=9) of the 

participants disagreed with the statement: I comment on how the foreign culture is represented in 

teaching materials and 21.32% (n=42) strongly disagreed and disagreed with the statement: I 

touch upon an aspect of the foreign culture toward which I feel negatively disposed. The 

statement with which participants strongly agreed and agreed the most (86.68%, n=172) 

concerned the use of additional pedagogical materials addressing culture beyond those found in 

their textbooks, followed closely by the sharing of what they heard or read about the foreign 

country and the discussion of stereotypes, around 81% in both cases. 

Table 9 

FL Teachers’ Practices in Relation to Culture 

As a language teacher, over one semester... 

 Strongly 

disagree 

Disagree 

Somewhat 

disagree 

Somewhat 

agree 

Agree 

Strongly 

agree 



44 
 

1. I tell my 

students what I 

heard, and/or 

read, about the 

foreign country 

or culture 

0.51% 

(n=1) 

2.54% 

(n=5) 

2.03% 

(n=4) 

 

13.20% 

(n=26) 

 

29.44% 

(n=58) 

52.28% 

(n=103) 

2. I comment on 

how the foreign 

culture is 

represented in 

teaching 

materials 

0% 

(n=0) 

4.57% 

(n=9) 

4.06% 

(n=8) 

 

17.77% 

(n=35) 

 

38.58% 

(n=76) 

 

35.03% 

(n=69) 

 

3. I talk with my 

students about 

stereotypes 

regarding 

particular 

cultures or 

regarding 

inhabitants of 

particular 

countries 

0.51% 

(n=1) 

1.52% 

(n=3) 

5.08% 

(n=10) 

11.68% 

(n=23) 

30.96% 

(n=61) 

50.25% 

(n=99) 
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4. I touch upon 

an aspect of the 

foreign culture 

toward which I 

feel negatively 

disposed 

9.64% 

(n=19) 

11.68% 

(n=23) 

11.17% 

(n=22) 

29.95% 

(n=59) 

22.84% 

(n=45) 

14.72% 

(n=29) 

5. I bring 

pedagogical 

materials in 

addition to the 

textbook for 

culture teaching 

1.52% 

(n=3) 

1.02% 

(n=2) 

2.03% 

(n=4) 

8.12% 

(n=16) 

 

20.81% 

(n=41) 

 

66.50% 

(n=131) 

  

Use of Materials and Technology for Culture Teaching 

Participants were asked whether three statements regarding materials and technology use 

for culture teaching were reflective of their practices (Table 10). Eighty-seven percent (n=172) of 

respondents reported that they strongly agreed and agreed with supplementing textbook cultural 

information with additional resources, and 76.14% (n=150) stated that they strongly agree and 

agree with the statement about using technology to engage their students in cultural learning. 

Seventy-six percent (n=149) also strongly agreed and agreed with finding the materials that they 

choose to integrate into their courses conducive to teaching and learning culture. Ryan 

commented that the textbook is “a manual to be used by the students, but then the teachers 

should bring authentic materials.” Numerous participants stated that they create their own 
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teaching resources, although it is time consuming. Susan chose to eliminate the textbook from 

her intermediate FL course, and based the curriculum on self-developed open educational 

resources (OERs), although, she explained, “that people don’t know that other people are 

developing materials” and thus this shows a need to create a site for sharing high quality and 

open teaching resources. Other examples of reported materials and activities include finding 

online information regarding how life is lived in the countries where the language is spoken, 

exploring online museums, using websites to create travel plans, researching a dish and 

recording its preparation outside of class, reading an online newspaper and finding a title that 

interests students, followed by summarizing what was read. 

Table 10 

Use of Materials and Technology for Culture Teaching 

Over a semester... 

 Strongly 

disagree 

Disagree 

Somewhat 

disagree 

Somewhat 

agree 

Agree 

Strongly 

agree 

1. I supplement 

textbook cultural 

information with 

additional 

pedagogical 

materials 

1.52% 

(n=3) 

0.51% 

(n=1) 

2.54% 

(n=5) 

 

8.12% 

(n=16) 

 

25.38% 

(n=50) 

61.93% 

(n=122) 

2. I engage 

students in using 

0% 

(n=0) 

1.52% 

(n=3) 

2.54% 

(n=5) 

19.80% 

(n=39) 

27.92% 

(n=55) 

48.22% 

(n=95) 
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technology for 

cultural learning 

3. I feel that my 

teaching 

materials are 

conducive to 

teaching and 

learning culture 

0% 

(n=0) 

2.54% 

(n=5) 

3.05% 

(n=6) 

18.78% 

(n=37) 

42.13% 

(n=83) 

33.50% 

(n=66) 

  

FL educators reported using the following materials and technology tools to teach culture in the 

classroom (Table 11). Videos (n=226)1 and print texts (e.g., news, ads, literary pieces) (n=122) 

of various types represent the most used materials for the teaching of culture, followed by audio 

(n=93) which includes songs and podcasts, and images (n=52). As for software, some educators 

prefer using PowerPoint (n=31) and fewer participants favor telecommunication tools, such as 

Skype (n=8) and Zoom (n=3). Other software listed by participants include Camtasia and 

Microsoft Word. Many participants listed the internet as the main technology used in the 

classroom, although without listing specific internet sites (n=90). FL teachers also use Google 

apps (n=16), such as Google Slides, Google Earth, and Google Images, and social networking 

sites (n=13) including Instagram, Twitter, Snapchat, and Facebook. Blogs (n=13) and news sites 

(n=7) are also utilized to teach and learn about culture in the classroom setting. Other internet 

sites reported by participants (n=38) comprise Kahoot!, Flipgrid, Padlet, Quizlet, and 

 
1 Although in the rest of article both numbers and percentages are reported for the data, here only numbers are 

reported because participants could report multiple types of materials and technology tools, and thus listing the 

percentage would not make sense. 
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VoiceThread, among others. A few participants stated that they use emerging technologies such 

as VR (n=11), AR (n=2), extended reality (n=1), and 3-D prints (n=1). Finally, other resources 

reported by participants include realia (n=45), personal experiences (n=14), games (n=7), people 

(n=5), flashcards and other textbooks (n=2).  

Table 11 

Materials and Technologies Used for Culture Teaching 

 Number 

Digital media 

 Images   

 Videos 

 Audio 

 Texts 

Software 

 PowerPoint 

 Skype 

 Zoom  

 Other 

Internet sites 

 Google sites 

 Social networking sites 

 Blogs 

 News sites 

 Not specified 

 (n=493) 

(n=52) 

(n=226) 

(n=93) 

(n=122) 

 (n=44) 

(n=31) 

(n=8) 

(n=3) 

(n=2) 

 (n=177) 

(n=16) 

(n=13) 

(n=13) 

(n=7) 

(n=90) 
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 Other (n=38) 

Emerging technologies 

 Virtual reality 

 Augmented reality 

 Extended reality 

 3-D prints 

 (n=15) 

(n=11) 

(n=2) 

(n=1) 

(n=1) 

Other resources 

 Realia 

 Personal experiences 

 Games 

 Guest speakers 

 Other 

 (n=73) 

(n=45) 

(n=14) 

(n=7) 

(n=5) 

(n=2) 

  

Discussion and Implications 

 The purpose of this study was to explore how US post-secondary teachers understand 

culture and engage with it in their FL courses. The data presented in this section come from the 

online survey and the 10 interviewees. The following four research questions were investigated: 

What are FL teachers’ beliefs about culture teaching and learning and what do they hope 

students gain from being exposed to culture? 

Participants displayed a high level of agreement (>95%) in relation to what constitutes 

culture teaching and learning: it involves the development and use of skills needed to solve 

cross-cultural challenges; it is about appreciating similarities and differences between one own’s 

culture and the target culture; reflecting on one’s own culture through the study of the target 
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culture; recognizing the role one’s own cultural values play in shaping attitudes toward other 

cultures and adopting alternative views of seeing and living in the world. As such, it appears that 

FL educators understand the importance of culture teaching and learning from a perspective that 

focuses on reflection, observation, and appreciation, rather than on an essentialist and simplistic 

perspective (Liddicoat, 2016). Enabling students to engage in culture learning beyond the 

memorization of facts helps them move past static representations and examine culture from a 

critical viewpoint. Practices of encouraging reflections on their own culture, recognizing how 

personal values and experiences influence how the world is seen, and appreciating similarities 

and differences are important strategies that should be fostered in FL education, starting from 

beginner language courses.  

Regarding what FL teachers hope students to gain from the teaching and learning of 

culture, the results in Table 4 appear to be similar to those reported in Table 3, which referred to 

participants’ beliefs and thus show that participants’ responses were somewhat consistent in the 

online survey. However, some responses did not quite match. For instance, 83.76% (n=165) 

strongly agreed and agreed that culture is about “Reflecting on one’s own culture through the 

study of the target culture,” while 93.91% (n=185) strongly agreed and agreed with the hope that 

students reflect on their own culture through culture teaching and learning practices. The same 

can be reported for the statement “Develop and use the skills needed to solve cross-cultural 

challenges,” where there is a 5.60% difference and participants reported a greater agreement 

regarding their hopes, and a lower agreement regarding their beliefs. Perhaps these results 

indicate that teachers hope that students become interculturally competent, however skills of 

reflection and problem-solving might not be considered as part of culture teaching and learning 

in the FL classroom context. 
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Nevertheless, what FL educators generally believe culture teaching and learning is about 

matches closely with what they hope students will achieve as a result of culture teaching and 

learning. This study’s findings validate those in Sercu (2006) and Young and Sachdev’s (2011) 

investigations, namely that language teachers believe in and understand the importance of 

critically engaging students with culture; however, as seen in the literature (e.g., Oranje & Smith, 

2018; Sercu, 2006; Sercu et al., 2005; Young & Sachdev, 2011) oftentimes there is a mismatch 

between teachers’ beliefs and their concrete practices in the FL classroom, perhaps due to 

departmental constraints, limited contact hours, or extensive content to be covered. Thus, 

investigating teachers’ practices along with their beliefs becomes of central importance, since for 

practices to change and improve, ideologies need first to change (Feryok & Oranje, 2015). Borg 

(2003) looked at how schooling, professional coursework, context, and classroom practice 

influence teacher cognition. In his review of studies, examining what FL teachers know and 

believe in relation to language instruction, he argued that more reference to what happens in the 

classroom is needed, since the sole analysis of teachers’ ideologies is not enough for 

understanding their professional work. 

With which of the four core definitions of culture do FL teachers align the most? 

 Theories and approaches to culture teaching and learning according to Byram, Dervin, 

Kramsch, and Risager were summarized and simplified for the purpose of the survey. More than 

half of participants felt most aligned with Byram’s ICC model, which arguably aligns most 

closely with the American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages (ACTFL)’s Cultures 

Standard. For example, the Cultures goal of the ACTFL Standards focuses on learners 

interacting with cultural competence and understanding, by relating cultural practices and 

products to perspectives. Byram (1997) also focuses on learners being able to interact with 



52 
 

people whose practices and perspectives are different from their own. The ACTFL Guidelines 

and Standards are usually adopted to prepare FL teachers and used to measure students’ 

proficiency. Thus, it is possible that many participants felt most aligned with Byram’s ICC 

model due to its similarities with the ACTFL Standards, with which FL teachers are usually 

trained. Furthermore, in the survey, participants had to provide a definition of culture in their 

own words, and many referred to practices, beliefs, attitudes, and perspectives which seem to 

align with how culture is described in the ACTFL Standards. Many FL programs in the US also 

utilize the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR) along with 

Byram’s work; hence his conceptualization might be easily recognized by FL educators. 

A much lower number of participants aligned with the other three definitions by Dervin, 

Risager, and Kramsch. Several reasons could explain this. It could be due to the fact many 

teachers and teacher educators (and the instructional materials they use), have not yet embraced a 

postmodernist perspective on culture and remain in the modernist way culture is taught. In other 

words, they still largely continue to view culture as connected to a particular target language 

community. As Kramsch (2013) explains, “…the convention ‘one language = one culture’ is 

maintained and teachers are enjoined to teach rules of sociolinguistic use the same way they 

teach rules of grammatical usage” (p. 66). Dervin’s, Risager’s, and Kramsch’s approaches to 

culture might not be as well-known as Byram’s which aligns with the Culture goal of the ACTFL 

Standards generally used to prepare educators to teach FL languages. Additionally, their 

conceptualizations of culture appear to be more much more abstract than Byram’s, which speaks 

directly to FL teachers through the categorization of intercultural competence skills. For 

example, Kramsch (2011) explains that the interculturally competent speaker reflects upon 

discursive practices between people who speak different languages and asks questions such as 
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“Not which words, but whose words are those? Whose discourse? Whose interests are being 

served by this text? What made these words possible, and others impossible? How does the 

speaker position him/herself?” (p. 360). In their work, Dervin, Kramsch, and Risager entertain 

notions that are less familiar to teachers and teacher educators: culture as a liquid construct, 

culture as symbolic competence, and culture as transnational. Finally, unlike Byram, these three 

scholars do not offer models that can be easily applied in the FL classroom. 

What are FL teachers’ practices about the teaching of culture? 

Although participants seemed to understand the value that culture can bring to language 

learners, they reported that only about a third of class time on average was devoted to culture 

teaching and learning. Overall, the percentages reported regarding how much time is devoted to 

culture appear to be rather low, especially since a majority of participants indicated that they 

always or often integrate culture in their lessons. Therefore, although participants stated that 

culture is always or often integrated into their lessons, it is likely that only a small amount of 

class time is dedicated to culture teaching and learning. This could mean that the main focus in 

the FL classroom is on the concept of “language,” and perhaps culture with a modernist 

approach. Byram (2008) explained that teachers should view themselves not only as teachers of 

language, but also as teachers of intercultural competence who will educate students to be active 

citizens, engaged in an international civil society. Culture in the FL classroom should be made a 

priority with the support of language departments and stakeholders. A question arising from the 

data is also the following: if only a small amount of time is dedicated to culture teaching and 

learning, is that enough to address culture from a critical perspective rather than a generalized, 

fact-based one? What can be done to address this key issue in FL education? 
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 Regarding classroom practices, a majority of participants reported that in any given 

semester they tell students what they heard and/or read about the studied country and culture, 

talk about stereotypes, and comment on how culture is represented in teaching materials (see 

Table 9). Although these results provide some insights about FL teachers’ practices, talking and 

commenting about a country or culture does not necessarily lead students to think more 

critically. Byram and Feng (2005) proposed to deal explicitly “with the social, political, and 

ideological aspects in language and language learning and teaching” (p. 553) by carrying out 

activities that encourage students’ voices, rather than silence them, and ask them to respond and 

interpret what is being discussed through negotiations and mediation among themselves, and 

between them and the teacher. Likewise, McConachy and Hata (2013) proposed to utilize 

explicit questioning, extended dialogues, reflective discussions, and role-play activities to 

encourage learners to move beyond static representations of culture. Kramsch (2006, 2011) 

argued for the “production of complexity” by examining the symbolic use of language in foreign 

literature and exploring human communication, from a more critical perspective grounded in 

discourse, rather than just saying the right word to the right person in the right way. Kramsch and 

Hua (2016) explained that “language learning and teaching is an interpersonal and intercultural 

process whereby learners come into contact with teachers and other learners of diverse personal 

histories, experiences and outlooks either face-to-face or virtually” (p. 42). Although the 

majority of participants reported that they integrate culture in their lesson, it appears that their 

practices might not take the form of activities that foster critical reflections. 

Despite high levels of agreement in the survey, only about two-third of participants 

revealed that they touch upon an aspect of the culture toward which they feel negatively 

disposed. Discussing topics that might be negative and confrontational for teachers and students 
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is an important part of FL education because it is through such conversations that students 

challenge their existing notions of the studied culture and their own culture. The treatment of 

culture as uniform practices and static facts, and the avoidance of those topics that might feel 

uncomfortable, can lead to superficial and idealistic understandings. In such cases, Kramsch 

(2014) argues that instead of engaging in “painful negotiation of divergent illocutionary 

intentions and of possibly conflicting interpretations of events” (p. 250), culture remains 

fossilized in the stereotypes of textbooks. Such conversations should be viewed as opportunities 

to collaborate and transform conflict and disharmony into fruitful dialogue (Kramsch & Uryu, 

2011). Kramsch (2011) called for a teaching approach that is discourse-based and that considers 

the actual and the imagined worlds in which we live. The avoidance of these occasions for 

learning likely will not lead to those skills that FL educators hope students to gain, such as 

reflecting on one’s own culture and recognizing how one’s cultural values shape attitudes toward 

other cultures, as seen in the results to the first research question. Thus, it is of central 

importance that FL teachers begin to engage students in such conversations. 

What materials and technologies do FL teachers integrate into their culture teaching 

practices? 

 A large number of participants reported supplementing the textbook cultural information 

with additional resources (e.g., poems, art pieces, online museums, etc.), and using technology to 

engage students with culture. The data show that FL teachers find their current resources not to 

be enough for how they aim to teach culture. These results call for a much-needed change in 

pedagogical materials. If current FL textbooks do not support a non-essentialist, dynamic view of 

culture, how do we expect FL teachers to use a postmodernist approach? In the follow-up 

interviews it emerged that the traditional FL textbook is problematic due to the distinct 
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separation of language skills and culture as well as the poor variety of cultural topics. Additional 

materials reported by participants include realia, games, as well as educators and guest speakers 

sharing their personal experiences in relation to culture. In the survey, participants reported 

culture activities as rewriting a scene or continuing the story found in a fairytale previously read 

in class, reading a poem in two languages and talking about its meaning and background, 

comparing and contrasting art pieces of different painters, and creating lesson plans to illustrate 

different cultural perspectives. Additionally, participants explained that they incorporate various 

resources in their lessons, for example with texts and videos. Considering the extensive use of 

additional resources emerging from the findings, it could be useful to create an online 

community where FL educators can share what they create and use as OERs. This could mean 

enriching the curricula, reducing the cost of course materials for students, not having to re-invent 

the wheel each time that a FL teacher chooses to implement new resources.  

Regarding technology, it has been argued that a strategic use of technology tools in 

language education is still peripheral, and even traditional CDs found in textbooks remain 

unused by educators (Di Sparti, 2016). The fact that a majority of participants reported using 

technology tools for culture teaching and learning, perhaps indicates that textbook publishers 

should start experimenting with new technologies for classroom use, beyond traditional CDs and 

online platforms for homework assignments. When asked about whether the materials they 

choose to integrate and use, in addition to the textbook, are conducive to teaching and learning 

culture, a majority agreed with this statement. Overall, digital media such as videos and online 

images are the most used technologies by FL teachers, followed by internet sites, various 

software, and emerging technologies, such as VR. These results show the wide range of 

materials and technology tools used beyond the textbook, an indication that flexible and 
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multimodal resources should be further integrated into the FL textbook and curricula to support 

current FL educators’ practices. Such integration needs to be strategic, meaning that simply 

supplementing the textbook with tools that are used in the same way as the textbook will not be 

worthwhile. Rather, the flexible and multimodal resources should be tailored to the group of 

students and be used according to postmodernist approaches that go beyond the limited nation-

state ideology. Rossomondo and Lord (2018) argued that teaching materials should be reinvented 

to serve the needs of the real-world language classroom and underscored that “the time has come 

for the next generation of language teaching materials” (p. 252), and future pedagogical 

resources should capitalize on digital delivery while encouraging students to question their 

assumptions, think more deeply, and use language creatively. Nevertheless, as seen in the results 

only a small number of participants reported using cutting-edge technologies such as VR and AR 

in their teaching practices. Beyond the innovation of using new technologies, it is important to 

explore how they are used in the classroom. In other words, if classroom activities implementing 

VR or AR mirror activities of FL textbooks then their use would not beneficial. Lomicka and 

Lord (2019) explained that the field of FL education has indeed made great progress in the past 

several decades when it comes to technology, however, despite that, there seems to be a 

superficial use of technology in FL classes. They suggest that the conversation regarding FL 

education and technology needs to shift away from exploring onetime activities toward a state 

“that would see technology as an essential, desired, and natural component of every aspect of 

language teaching and learning” (p. 12).  

Emerging technologies such as VR, yet to be extensively used for culture teaching and 

learning purposes as seen in the data, could provide a new approach for transforming students 

from passive receivers to active participants through engagement in authentic situations and the 
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investigation of culturally-relevant environments (Christoforou, Xerou, & Papadima-

Sophocleous, 2019; Lai, 2011). For example, Mills et al. (2020) investigated how Parisian 

cultural narratives presented in VR allowed students to understand the complexity of language 

and culture. Through immersions in cultural situations, students began to think critically about 

the diversity of cultures and envision their future role in those cultural communities. In another 

study, Lan (2020) argued that VR enables “learning by experiencing” through activities that 

enable engagement in critical thinking, collaboration, problem-solving, and self-directed 

learning. This can be accomplished, for example, by developing virtual scenarios that place 

students in another person’s shoes and then engaging in open conversations about the 

experiences. Compared to traditional resources as those reported by the participants of this study, 

VR could help students explore and make connections with cultures other than their own as well 

as call attention to the diverse cultural practices that exist within single persons and larger 

communities. 

Limitations 

 This study yielded meaningful findings; however it also presents a number of limitations. 

For example, the context-specific research design, that is collegiate FL educators solely based in 

the US, restricts the generalization of its findings. Furthermore, those who participated in the 

follow-up interviews were teachers of Italian, and not of other languages. Although the online 

survey was piloted prior to distribution, it is possible that wording might have been unclear to 

participants, thus producing inaccurate responses. The survey also used a 6-point Likert scale, 

which does not allow participants to select a neutral response and for this reason it might not 

properly reflect FL teachers’ views at times. Another key limitation is the self-reported data 

obtained from the survey. Participants were asked to complete an online survey with questions 
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on a Likert-scale, and although it is hoped that they responded truthfully, it is also possible that 

participants’ responses did not entirely reflect their own culture teaching beliefs and practices. In 

the survey, the use of additional open-ended questions might have helped in reducing possible 

bias related to its mostly quantitative nature, however it could also be that participants would not 

fully respond to the open-ended questions to save time. A further issue related to the survey and 

follow-up interviews is that participants reported their ideologies regarding culture in FL 

teaching along with their practices, nonetheless what actually happens in the classroom (i.e., 

teaching practices) might be different from participants’ responses in this survey. This important 

limitation could be addressed by obtaining additional data through the observation of FL 

educators’ culture teaching practices in the instructional setting, and integrating self-reported 

data about beliefs with data from observed teaching practices. Last, the analysis of the follow-up 

interviews limits the investigation to the researcher’s selection and interpretation. As these 

limitations imply, to better understand how FL teachers address culture in their instruction, it 

would be highly useful to conduct classroom observations and investigate how critical reflections 

and discussions are stimulated.  

Conclusion and Future Research 

 This study reported results of a nationwide survey on the teaching and learning of culture 

according to FL educators in the US. Considering the increased focus on culture promoted by 

organizations such as ACTFL, the many theories related to culture teaching and learning, and the 

growing interdependence of the world’s economies, populations, and cultures, it is important to 

investigate how culture learning is fostered in the language classroom. Generally, studies 

investigating FL teachers’ beliefs and practices have found a mismatch between the two, with 

educators understanding the importance of teaching culture beyond factual information and yet 
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being unable to put such beliefs to practice. Similarly, the data of this study show that FL 

educators agree with the importance of helping students reflect on their own culture, recognize 

that personal beliefs shape attitudes toward others, and appreciate similarities as well as 

differences between one culture and another. When looking at concrete classroom practices, FL 

teachers only devote about one third of class time to culture and one third of them reported that 

they do not touch on aspects toward which they feel negatively disposed. Such practice can be 

problematic since, as explained by Kramsch (2014), students need to engage in those 

conversations that although controversial can lead to deeper understandings.  

As the data suggest, FL teachers choose to supplement their textbooks with a wide range 

materials and technologies. However, the materials and technologies participants reported using 

extensively, and the ways in which they reported using them are fairly traditional. With that we 

mean that they have been used in language teaching for many decades, while innovative 

technologies with great promising aspects remain on the sideline. For instance, VR enables FL 

learners to immerse themselves in culturally-relevant environments and engage in personalized 

and experiential learning by focusing on what is most interesting to them. Similarly, AR 

empowers students by giving them the opportunity to create culture-related experiences with 

their mobile devices. Future research should explore how these cutting-edge technologies can be 

effectively used in the classroom context for the purposeful teaching and learning of culture. 

Experimentations with emerging tools can lead to new understandings of how culture can be 

taught and learned through immersion, and perhaps engage teachers and learners in discussions 

that would be avoided otherwise. Having said that, teacher training will be fundamental to 

initiate a meaningful and pedagogically-sound use of cutting-edge technologies in the FL 

classroom. 
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ARTICLE TWO: CRITICAL TRANSCULTURAL COMPETENCE: A FRAMEWORK FOR 

FOREIGN LANGUAGE EDUCATION 

Abstract 

The process of globalization has brought increasing attention to intercultural competence models 

and frameworks in various fields, including the teaching of foreign languages and cultures. 

Effective communication across cultural differences can be challenging and young adults should 

be supported in developing skills for encounters with people with different perspectives and 

cultural backgrounds. The models and discourses regarding intercultural competence and the 

teaching of foreign languages and cultures proposed by Byram, Dervin, Kramsch, and Risager 

have received significant attention. Some have criticized these models in part for their lack of 

clear explanation about how to foster intercultural competence skills in concrete teaching 

practices. Supporting teachers and learners in this process is of central importance to move from 

modernist to postmodernist perspectives. Drawing on four conceptualizations of culture in 

foreign language teaching and ethnographic techniques and theory, this article proposes the 

“Critical Transcultural Competence” framework aimed at supporting educators in the teaching of 

culture beyond essentialist views and limited intercultural perspectives and engaging foreign 

language learners in meaningful critical thinking opportunities. This article illustrates how the 

framework is applied to virtual reality teaching resources to help students navigate new 

circumstances and learn how to engage with culture, rather than simply knowing information 

about culture. 

Keywords: culture, critical transcultural competence, ethnographic techniques 

Introduction 
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In language education scholars have underscored the need to address culture through a 

critical lens, however, current pedagogical approaches still marginalize culture by mostly 

focusing on the linguistic system and by using outdated materials that offer simplistic cultural 

representations (Liddicoat & Scarino, 2013). Textbooks often confine culture at the end of 

chapters in framed boxes as monocultural information (De Vincenti, 2017), and teachers struggle 

with devoting time to culture in their courses due to the full curriculum, the dearth of suitable 

teaching materials, and the insufficient training for teaching culture beyond factual information 

(Sercu et al., 2005). Nevertheless, the literature offers many conceptualizations of culture, 

intercultural competence, interculturality, culture teaching and learning, or whichever the 

terminology, that aim at supporting the development of intercultural skills in FL learners. For 

example, theories of ICC (Byram, 1997; Byram & Feng, 2005), intercultural citizenship, (Porto 

& Byram, 2015; Wagner & Byram, 2017), linguaculture (Risager, 2007, 2015, 2012), and 

symbolic competence (Kramsch, 2006, 2009b, 2013), among others, have been widely discussed 

to better serve today’s students’ needs. Although much on the topic of intercultural competence 

has been and continues to be debated in the literature, when looking at teaching practices 

relatively little is understood about how conceptualizations, models, theories, and frameworks 

translate to instructional materials and the practical teaching setting. 

Considering the issues presented above, this article proposes a novel framework, named 

CTC framework, based on the integration of four core conceptualizations of culture proposed by 

Byram (1997, 2011, 2014), Dervin (2010, 2011), Kramsch (1995, 2006, 2009a, 2009b, 2013), 

and Risager (2012, 2018), as well as ethnographic techniques and theory (Bennett et al., 2003; 

Green et al., 2012; Robinson-Stuart & Nocon, 1996). Furthermore, since it is often not clear how 

theoretical frameworks can concretely be applied to instructional contexts, and it has been argued 
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that current FL textbooks limit the teaching of culture due to the extensive grammar coverage 

and lack of meaningful contextualized activities (Rossomondo & Lord, 2018), this article 

illustrates how the proposed framework is applied to VR resources to foster critical discussions 

in the instructional setting. By going beyond traditional pedagogical resources and capitalizing 

on new digital technologies, educators can engage FL learners in new and meaningful 

educational opportunities. In this work, the VR-based teaching materials are not meant to 

emulate current pedagogical practices; rather, when paired with the CTC framework they 

promote a novel culture teaching and learning approach by freeing students from confined 

information chosen by the teacher or predefined content in the textbook (Scrivner, Madewell, 

Buckley, & Perez, 2019). Thus, the application of the CTC framework to VR materials 

transforms students from “passive receivers” to active participants through engagement in 

authentic situations, the exploration of culturally relevant environments, and critical reflections. 

The objective of this work is to propose a new framework for the teaching of culture, 

within the landscape of FL education, and illustrate how the framework can be used with cutting-

edge technologies to promote critical thinking and meaningful learning, beyond oversimplified 

and binary perspectives. This article explores the following questions: 

1. Building on core conceptualizations of culture, what should a framework aimed at 

supporting FL teachers’ critical and transcultural practices look like? 

2. How can the proposed framework be applied to VR-based teaching materials? 

Considering the lack of clarity and practical examples in the application of intercultural 

competence frameworks to instructional contexts, the findings of this article will better assist 

teachers in understanding how to purposefully engage language learners through the CTC 

framework and emerging technologies. 
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This article consists of four parts. The first part provides an overview and critique of the 

four selected conceptualizations of culture, and a discussion of how ethnographic techniques and 

theory have been integrated into FL education. The next section explains the methodology used 

to develop the CTC framework, and it is followed by a discussion of the framework and its main 

components. Next, this article describes how immersive VR technologies have been used in 

education, and how the CTC framework is applied to VR resources to help students develop 

skills of inquiry and critical thinking. Finally, the last fourth part concludes with the limitations 

of the proposed framework and directions for future research in preparing educators to teach 

culture from critical and transcultural perspectives. 

Literature Review 

Four Core Conceptualizations of Culture 

 To develop the CTC framework, four conceptualizations of culture were selected, 

reviewed, and analyzed. The chosen scholars and respective theories and models provide 

different perspectives on what intercultural teaching and learning entails in FL education. The 

four conceptualizations of culture were selected based on their strong influence and importance 

in the literature of FL teaching, as well as their relevance to the research problem outlined above. 

Differences and similarities between the theories and models are presented to show how 

elements of each are synthesized and integrated into the novel CTC framework. Concerning the 

proposed framework, one should bear in mind that, as explained by Dervin (2020), discourses on 

culture, intercultural competence, and interculturality are fundamentally ideological and it should 

be accepted that no one can claim to be better or worse, right or wrong, in their own vision of 

culture. It is important to note that since the proposed framework addresses concepts of culture 

teaching and learning, it is also influenced by one’s personal stories, experiences, and 
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positionings (Dervin, 2020). By considering these words of caution, we can ensure that the 

proposed CTC framework is transparent about the ways culture teaching and learning are defined 

and problematized in this article. 

Byram: Intercultural Communicative Competence and Intercultural Citizenship 

The first scholar under review is Byram, whose central work in the field of intercultural 

competence dates back to 1997, when the “Teaching and Assessing Intercultural Communicative 

Competence” volume was published. Byram’s (1997) ICC model, aimed at preparing language 

learners to speak and interact with people of different cultural identities and behaviors, is 

considered one of the pillars in the landscape of intercultural competence and FL teaching. 

Byram (1997) viewed culture teaching and learning as a process that empowers students to 

interact appropriately with different cultures, rather than simply transferring cultural facts and 

information from the teacher to the students. As part of his model, Byram proposed five main 

competencies (i.e., skills of interpreting/relating, skills of discovery/interaction, attitudes of 

curiosity and openness, knowledge, and critical cultural awareness) which focus on abilities 

other than those which are considered primarily linguistic. According to Byram, these 

competencies (or savoirs) may not necessarily be the outcome of language learning, “since they 

may include phenomena already present in the learner before language learning begins” (Byram, 

1997, p. 49). Thus, Byram explained that it is important to consider how previous experiences, 

including instructional experiences, influence the development of the five competencies in 

language learners. Byram also notes that the five skills or abilities might be interpreted as 

objectives. However, these objectives are not necessarily observable or measurable since this 

would be too restrictive in understanding languages and cultures.  
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In this work, Byram also proposed examples of how the objectives for each savoir can be 

achieved and assessed. Such explanation could be considered problematic since in his volume 

Byram (1997) explained that the five skills or abilities cannot be concretely measured. Byram 

stated that skills of interpreting and relating include the achievement of the following objectives: 

“identify ethnocentric perspectives in a document or event and explain their origins” (Byram, 

1997, p. 61), “identify areas of misunderstanding and dysfunction in an interaction and explain 

them in terms of each of the cultural systems present” (p. 61), and “mediate between conflicting 

interpretations of phenomena” (p. 61). Within the instructional context, these specific objectives 

can be put into practice by ensuring that the student as an intercultural speaker can read and 

analyze the origins, meanings, and values that arise from a national or ethnocentric perspective 

of a document or event, can identify areas of misunderstanding in an interaction and explain 

them in terms of cultural systems, and can use their explanations of misunderstanding to help 

interlocutors overcome conflicting perspectives. In the case of critical cultural awareness, the 

objectives involve “identify and interpret explicit or implicit values in documents and events in 

one’s own and other cultures” (p. 63), “make an evaluative analysis of the documents and events 

which refers to an explicit perspective and criteria” (p. 64), and “interact and mediate in 

intercultural exchanges in accordance with explicit criteria, negotiating where necessary a degree 

of acceptance of those exchanges by drawing upon one’s knowledge, skills and attitudes” (p. 64). 

These objectives translate to being able to use analytical approaches to place an event or a 

document in context and demonstrate the ideology involved, being aware of one’s own 

ideological perspectives and values, being conscious of potential conflicts between one’s and 

others’ ideologies and negotiate agreement and acceptance of difference in places of conflict. 
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Byram argued that these objectives should be assessed over a period of time, rather than at one 

given point in time, for example by creating and developing portfolios throughout the semester.  

Although these explanations and suggestions are useful to understand how the five 

competencies can be achieved, and although in his volume Byram (1997) dedicates a chapter to 

planning a curriculum for ICC and another chapter for its assessment, it is not clear how FL 

teachers can concretely promote and evaluate the presented skills and objectives in their own 

classes. How can students analyze the national and ethnocentric perspectives, meaning and 

values, found in a document from the country where the studied FL is spoken? In what ways can 

students become aware of their own ideological positionings? FL teachers might have the 

expertise to foster reflective discussions that promote the skills and objectives outlined above, 

however, since in the literature the insufficient teacher training for intercultural competence has 

been emphasized (Sercu, 2006), concrete and explicit examples are strongly needed. Teacher 

training that involves an exemplified description of theories and frameworks as well as practical 

illustrations on how to implement such theoretical concepts into the classroom is necessary. The 

description and categorization of competencies and objectives as explained in the ICC model, 

despite Byram being cautious by explaining that they are not necessarily observable or 

measurable while still proposing assessment strategies, seems to be oversimplifying a concept 

that is exceptionally intricated, while also creating an “us versus them” binarism. For what 

reasons does the concept of intercultural competence need to be organized in five separate 

categories? Why should students take an “us versus them” approach, rather than a holistic 

perspective toward culture? If one reason is the need for pedagogical simplification for FL 

teachers, then, should educators be provided with training and practical examples for their FL 

courses? Simplified categorizations of culture may be detrimental to students and could lead to 
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ethnocentric and opposite views, rather than expanding their understanding of cultures. Further, 

the lack of examples, proper training, and awareness of how to foster critical and non-essentialist 

discussions in the context of FL teaching leaves students on the surface and does not support 

them for today’s globalized reality.  

Looking at the last decade, Byram’s work moved from ICC to matters of intercultural 

citizenship. Recently, Byram (2014) has argued that the overarching goal of language education 

is to foster intercultural citizenship skills, however, he claimed that this goal is not likely to be 

achieved with current pedagogical materials and practices. An intercultural citizenship approach 

seeks to give language learners content that is cognitively and emotionally demanding. Language 

educators should engage students with significant issues of their own and other countries, such as 

environmental problems or political and historical conflicts. In doing so students acquire greater 

linguistic proficiency, knowledge, skills, and attitudes of the intercultural citizen. Byram stressed 

that students should be encouraged to become directly engaged with their own and other 

communities and to take what they learn in the classroom to the outside world. For example, 

students could study environmental matters in their own language and in the FL, conduct 

surveys, interview diverse language users, and get involved in environmental issues affecting 

their immediate community. Byram (2008) explained that intercultural citizenship education, in 

the context of FL teaching, combines language education with political education as a response 

to internationalization. Similar to the ICC model, his Framework of Education for Intercultural 

Citizenship focuses on language learners acquiring knowledge and understanding about 

themselves and other language speakers, encourages the development of attitudes of curiosity 

and critical questioning, and supports “taking some type of action in the world outside the 

classroom in parallel with classroom work and to ‘improve’ the world in however small a way” 



69 
 

(Byram et al., 2013, p. 18). A focus on social justice is evident in this framework, which supports 

critical thinking by having educators help students reflect critically on language, discourse, and 

culture. Social justice refers to notions of openness and tolerance to ambiguity, as well as 

“teaching with a critical approach that fosters students’ critical reflection and their roles in 

society, on socio- political issues” (Meredith et al., 2018, p. 92). Nevertheless, although this 

framework is promising and may equip language learners with skills that are much needed in 

today’s globalized world, the few pedagogical strategies and practical suggestions for 

implementing the Framework of Education for Intercultural Citizenship in the language 

classroom becomes problematic for FL teachers. 

Dervin: A Liquid Perspective 

 Dervin’s work often focused on examining how the concepts of interculturality and 

intercultural competence are understood and worked upon in the field of FL learning and 

teaching. Dervin (2010) claimed that despite the multiple publications and research projects on 

the topic, intercultural competence has not been entirely integrated into instructional contexts, 

whether it is due to misunderstanding intercultural competence with “grammars of cultures” (p. 

158) or perhaps due to the academic freedom of departments that choose content only according 

to the specific educational context and that is close to faculty’s own research interests. Dervin 

explained that empirical research in the field of intercultural competence often stays on the 

surface by simply reporting participants’ understandings as factual information, when instead it 

is necessary to explore the hidden layers of discourses and interactions. Dervin (2011) proposed 

to look at intercultural discourses through a critical and constructivist approach to 

interculturality, which he calls a “liquid” approach. This approach is based on the idea that 

knowledge and society are dynamic, subjective, and contextual and can be considered in terms of 
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dialogues between different perspectives. In other words, and differently from the categorization 

found in Byram’s (1997) ICC model, taking a critical and liquid stance toward intercultural 

competence means to ask students how they construct their culture and competence, rather than 

what is the students’ culture and competence. According to Dervin, other approaches to 

interculturality do not account for the complexity of individuals’ interactions, which are simply 

reduced to cultural facts or encounters of cultures, rather than encounters of individuals. For this 

reason, other approaches result in “merely swapping cultures (as one changes clothes) or 

oscillating between ‘cultures’” (Dervin, 2011, p. 39), which corresponds to what he called a 

“solid approach” that focuses on restrictive, limited, and solid views of the self and the other. 

 Similarly to other scholars, Dervin (2013) posited that in the field of FL teaching culture 

is often depicted as unchangeable and representative of all its members, whereas it is changing, 

plural, and constructed and “should be less defined as a certain amount of characteristics and 

cultural traits than relations and interactions between people and groups” (p. 183). He also added 

that teachers should not try to break cultural stereotypes, rather they should explore with students 

how stereotypes are created and co-constructed and examine what they reveal about those who 

resort to them. In his conceptualization of intercultural education, Dervin (2013) focused on 

criticality and reflexivity, two aspects that should be taken into consideration by teachers, 

students, and researchers. The first term refers to being critical toward our own “framing” of 

others, while the second term relates to analyzing one’s own discourses and the co-construction 

of discourses with others. According to Dervin, criticality is the starting point that should be used 

by language learners to explore how personal ideologies and experiences influence how other 

individuals, groups of individuals, and the world are viewed. By taking a critical perspective, FL 

learners can begin to reflect and critique their own discourses and behaviors. Reflexivity 
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involves being dynamic, and exploring the influence of elements such as context, emotions, 

social positions, on our and others’ actions and discourses (Dervin, 2014). Dervin argued against 

imposing solid identities and cultures, or even the idea of the mother tongue, since it might lead 

to simplistic views. In other words, FL learners should not be categorized based on the languages 

they speak and the cultures with which they identify. These boxed structures should be instead 

replaced with a fluid perspective that allows students to explore and reflect on their own and 

others’ cultural identities. 

In the literature, Dervin also (2016) criticized Byram’s ICC model due to its 

generalization of culture, emphasis on agreement and harmony, and view of culture as a national 

entity. For example, when Byram referred to the five attitudes as respect for other cultures, 

Dervin questioned what is meant by culture and how one person can respect every potential 

cultural element constructed and co-constructed by individuals. Regarding the skill of behaving 

and communicating effectively and appropriately during intercultural encounters, Dervin 

challenged how one individual can take full responsibility for what takes place in an interaction, 

when encounters are built as they unfold (Dervin & Hahl, 2015). Since in each single encounter 

people choose how to behave, and even though we could behave in an interculturally appropriate 

manner in most instances, there are a variety of factors that should be considered, and not only 

the characteristics of the intercultural speaker. For this reason, it becomes difficult to purely 

speak of one person’s intercultural competence when the responsibility for a productive 

interaction is of both interlocutors. Regarding Byram’s emphasis on positivism, Dervin (2016) 

claimed that students should be engaged in complex reflections and discussions rather than 

simply, for instance, “showing curiosity and suspending beliefs” which seems to be a 

reductionist and unproblematized approach to culture and its complexity. Last, Dervin explained 
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that the ICC model tends to emphasize national cultures, well-defined and restricted to precise 

national borders, when instead cultural realities transcend national boundaries. The emphasis on 

national cultures might be due to the fact that in 1997, when Byram’s volume was published, 

globalization was not as marked as it is today. 

All in all, Dervin’s fluid and liquid perspective on culture teaching and learning holds 

great potential in today’s interconnected world. Considering culture teaching and learning as an 

ongoing, dynamic, subjective, and contextual process in terms of dialogues between different 

perspectives, rather than different cultures, might help educators and FL students step away from 

national and essentialist perspectives. However, an issue with Dervin’s work, just as explained 

above for Byram’s model, is the dearth of practical pedagogical examples and the way in which 

Dervin’s conceptualization of culture and ideas are presented. Will FL teachers be able to 

implement Dervin’s fluid and liquid perspective on culture in their own courses? How can 

current pedagogical materials be used to foster such a perspective? How will students be 

encouraged to adopt Dervin’s view outside of the confined FL classroom, in the real world? 

These important questions should be considered, as no explicit and straightforward answer can 

be found in Dervin’s work. 

Kramsch: Symbolic Competence 

In her early work, Kramsch (1995) focused on the role of culture in language teaching by 

explaining that “learners have to be addressed not as deficient monoglossic enunciators, but as 

potentially heteroglossic narrators” (Kramsch, 1995, p. 9). In other words, language learners 

should be considered as contributors to particular cultural contexts, and not just as speakers of a 

given FL. This way, the language classroom becomes a space for meaningful dialogues among 

individuals with different cultural experiences. Similarly to Byram and Dervin, Kramsch also 
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supports the idea that teachers should prompt language learners to look at culture beyond factual 

and measurable information, however she also emphasized the need to move from structuralist 

models (e.g., the ICC model) to social semiotic models that do not invalidate but, rather, go 

beyond communicative approaches to language learning. According to Kramsch (2009b), the 

issue with structuralist approaches lays in the fact that they are intrinsically positivistic and seek 

“to describe pragmatic sources of conflict among speakers from different cultures and to 

minimize those conflicts” (p. 244). Instead, Kramsch (2011) calls for the “third place,” a 

metaphor that indicates a conceptual space that enables learners to manipulate their own cultural 

knowledge and develop a position between their own culture and the other cultures. Rather than 

diminishing differences between cultures, Kramsch advocates for a third place of navigation and 

negotiation, and for looking at conflicts and dissimilarities as a pedagogical opportunity to 

initiate intercultural dialogues. Exploring “cultural faultlines,” often mistaken for lexical errors 

or overlooked as awkwardness of expression, can help students understand why speakers of 

different languages act and react as they do in different contexts (Kramsch, 2003). Kramsch 

favors the emphasis of struggles and differences in classroom discourse, since, ultimately, 

exploring cultures requires a mode of discomfort and exploration. From this point of view, 

Kramsch differs from Byram’s work in that the latter one does not focus on points of conflict and 

controversies, which according to Kramsch could help language learners explore cultures from 

new and different positions. Kramsch (2002) suggested that “Culture, in the structuralist model, 

is viewed, like grammar, as an overarching taxonomy or a closed system of significant 

differences that can be explained as a coherent whole” (p. 9). Conversely, by looking at culture 

from a social semiotic perspective, the notion of intercultural competence does not focus on 

savoirs, competencies, or stable knowledge, but rather it emphasizes the combination of student 
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knowledge and experience (Kramsch, 2009a). In other terms, Kramsch views culture as a social-

semiotic construct, co-constructed through language and other symbolic systems (e.g., gestures, 

habits, beliefs, institutions, etc.), and product of self and other perceptions. Engaging in cultural 

practice means to utilize cultural symbols to accomplish certain goals, as speakers construct 

culture in interaction with others. FL learners also construct their own subject positions through 

the questions they ask and the topics they choose to talk about or to avoid, and over time these 

subject positions constitute a discursive practice called “culture.” In this sense, culture becomes a 

discourse, and language speakers create new meanings in the process of trying to understand 

others. 

A concept emphasized by Kramsch (2006) is the one of symbolic competence, which 

looks at FL learning not just as vocabulary and communication, but also as “embodied 

experiences, emotional resonances, and moral imaginings” (p. 251). Symbolic competence is the 

ability to create alternative realities and find an appropriate subject position between languages 

(Kramsch, 2009). In other words, learners have to understand both how to communicate 

meanings and the practice of meaning making itself. Kramsch (2006) pointed out that symbolic 

competence should be nourished through literature at all levels of the language curriculum. 

However, by looking at the already crowded curriculum of beginner and intermediate FL 

courses, where and how can FL teachers integrate literary works? How can they do so 

purposefully without going back to the traditional study of author, period, and style, as it is done 

in literature courses, which does not contribute to students’ symbolic competence? Have FL 

teachers received the training to do so meaningfully utilize literary works in their courses?  

As theoretical constructs, it is possible to comprehend the role that symbolic competence 

and the third place may take in the context of FL education. FL teachers can appreciate these 
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complex conceptualizations of culture teaching and learning, but at the same time how should 

they be trained to apply such concepts in their own FL courses? This is a repeating issue in the 

conceptualizations of culture described so far. Kramsch (2009) often mentions a post-

structuralist and postmodernist perspective, in contrast with Byram’s (1997) ICC model; 

however, what does that mean for teachers and how can a postmodernist framework be 

successfully implemented in FL courses with the available teaching resources? These are 

questions that should be further examined to help educators transition from static representations 

of culture to less structured teaching. 

Risager: Linguaculture and Transnationality 

The last conceptualization of culture under consideration is the one by Risager (2012, 

2018) and the concepts of linguaculture and transnationality. Risager (2005) has argued that 

language and culture are neither separable nor inseparable. If language and culture were 

separable, then language would be considered culturally neutral and that would be inaccurate 

since language users constantly produce and reproduce culture (i.e., meaning). On the other 

hand, if language and culture were inseparable, it would imply that language is culture-bound, 

which would be at odds with Risager’s transnational view of language. This transnational 

perspective on language and culture pedagogy, as explained by Risager (2007), does not view 

language speakers as nationally defined, but rather existing in a linguistic network with a global 

range, as a result of migration and communication. Any given language is associated with an 

infinite number of socioculturally different and personal languacultures, and the development of 

intercultural competence in FL learners involves making them aware of the diverse facets and 

multilingual contexts of language use. Transnationality is related to internationalization and 

globalization, as people carry languages all over the world (Risager, 2008). In the FL classroom, 
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learning should not be confined to the national scene, but rather it should recognize that the 

world is multicultural and multilingual, and the classroom setting itself is a site of intersection of 

multiple discourses and unique linguacultures. 

Taking into consideration transnationality and the relationship of language and culture in 

a globalized world, Risager (2005) proposed the structurally constrained and socially variable 

concept of languaculture (originally developed by the anthropologist Friedrich, 1989). This 

concept emphasizes the disconnections and re-connections between language and culture as 

individuals spread in social networks across discourse communities and carry linguacultures with 

them. From the perspective of the transnational paradigm and linguaculture, cultures are a 

dynamic and continually-shared process, no longer limited to the territory of a nation-state. In 

her work, Risager questioned the national paradigm and emphasized the flowing of linguaculture 

across national borders. She suggested that language learners explore “rich points,” also 

emphasized by Agar (1994), where communication goes wrong in intercultural encounters, or 

moments of misunderstanding or incomprehension, within a particular context, that should be 

further explored. Thus, Risager suggested that language should be conceptualized as linguistic 

practice embedded in cultural contexts and rich points can help FL learners move beyond a static 

and essentialist perspective on culture. The use of rich points in FL instruction is similar to 

Kramsch’s perspective, who supports the investigation of points of discomfort and looking at 

intercultural conflicts to then begin discussions, reflections, and foster awareness of students’ 

personal beliefs. In her work Risager (2010) criticized Byram’s model, explaining that “language 

is never culturally neutral, it carries linguaculture” (p. 6) and that Byram has treated language 

and culture as two separate entities, without a detailed explanation of the relationship between 

the two. Furthermore, Risager (2007) raised the point that with his model Byram supports the 
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national idea of language and culture, in which one language and one culture are associated with 

one group of people. According to Risager, this is problematic because it does not account for 

the multiple linguacultures. 

Risager’s emphasis on linguaculture is particularly relevant in the context of FL 

pedagogy where language and culture are often addressed as separate entities, when instead they 

should be integrated and considered from a holistic perspective. The root of this separation often 

resides in teacher training, the FL curriculum, and the assigned pedagogical materials. How can 

FL educators be supported in teaching linguaculture and help students explore rich points? What 

solutions does Risager propose to help FL learners investigate moments of miscomprehension 

from a more critical perspective? Once again, although the literature gives us a new perspective 

about how FL teaching can be carried out to prepare students for a globalized world, the missing 

practical pedagogical piece hinders the use of Risager’s theories and suggestions. 

Summary of the Four Conceptualizations 

 The analysis of the four conceptualizations of culture provides useful insights about how 

culture theories and frameworks are similar and different, as well as their potential application to 

FL instruction. All four scholars reject essentialist approaches that look at culture as a static 

construct, from a touristic-like perspective. Byram, Dervin, Kramsch, and Risager agree that FL 

education should prepare students for a globalized world, and that can be accomplished by 

exploring diverse facets of culture, such as cultural identities, habits, attitudes, perceptions, etc. 

The four conceptualizations also emphasize the need to adopt a critical perspective, where 

students shift away from ethnocentric thinking and begin to view culture from the complex 

perspective of today’s modern world. Dervin, Kramsch, and Risager support a transnational 

perspective, where culture is seen as a dynamic discursive process, no longer bound to the 



78 
 

territory of a nation-state, while Byram’s ICC model has been faulted for failing to recognize and 

value a nation’s internal-diversity. Byram’s categorization of skills, although some have argued 

that it may be effective for practical teaching contexts (Mousten et al., 2018), has also been 

criticized. On the other hand, the other three conceptualizations support the idea that culture is 

fluid, dynamic, contextual, and realized in dialogues between different people with different 

perspectives, and thus culture should not be reduced to measurable and structured categories. 

What is missing in Dervin, Kramsch, and Risager’s models is the specific pedagogical 

application, exemplified for FL teachers. Kramsch and Hua (2016) recognized that the biggest 

obstacle in the educational setting is in fact overcoming the belief that culture is distinct, 

national, and homogeneous entity and putting such belief into practice. The elaborated theories 

and models described above might not be easily understood by educators who have been trained 

to teach FLs using ACTFL’s World-Readiness Standards and the 5Cs, which, similarly to 

Byram’s model, have been criticized for their too dichotomous view of culture (Phipps & 

Levine, 2010).  

Through the analysis and comparisons of these theories, the lack of agreement on how 

culture teaching and learning should be approached, and the absence of proper teacher training 

aimed at preparing educators to concretely apply such theories to their own instructional contexts 

become apparent. Thus, in this article the CTC framework aims at introducing FL teachers to the 

teaching of culture from a simplified dynamic and holistic perspective through a workable 

pedagogic approach and innovative teaching materials. 

Ethnographic Techniques and Theory in FL Education 

Scholars have argued for culture learning to take place in new spaces, outside of the 

formal instructional setting, where students can explore and directly experience new habits and 
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cultures (Byram & Feng, 2004; Robinson-Stuart & Nocon, 1996; Tuttle & Tuttle, 2017). 

Ethnography and ethnographic techniques might help language learners develop the competence 

required in cross-cultural encounters. Originally, ethnography was regarded as a research 

methodology developed by anthropologists, such as Malinowski (1922), to study societies by 

living with locals and observing their culture “from inside.” More recently the field of 

ethnography has attracted sociolinguistic researchers, who define ethnography as a “disciplined 

way to observe, ask, record, reflect, compare, analyse and report” (Byram & Feng, 2004, p. 155). 

To identify cultural knowledge, the ethnographer engages in a range of decisions, for example 

selecting phenomena to study ethnographically, choosing methods and resources (e.g., 

interviewing, writing field notes, collecting artifacts, etc.), identifying rich points for analysis, 

constructing accounts to develop explanations of observed events and phenomena, among others 

(Green & Skukauskaite, 2012). Central to ethnography are thick descriptions, which involve 

looking at rich details and sorting out the complex layers of the event or matter under 

consideration. Thick descriptions should not be an accumulation of countless details about 

everything that happens or is experienced; rather, descriptions must be balanced by analysis, 

seeking to establish the significance of actions, behaviors, or events for the participants involved 

(Mills et al., 2010). In the field of ethnography, we also find thin descriptions which refer to 

factual accounts without any interpretation or reflection (Barro et al., 1998). Similarly to the rich 

points mentioned by Risager (2006) and the cultural faultlines discussed by Kramsch (2003), in 

ethnographic investigations there are moments where the researcher is confronted with a surprise 

or something that does not go as expected. In these moments of frame clash, in ethnography also 

called rich points (Green & Skukauskaite, 2012), the ethnographer strives to shift their point of 

view to that of the insider in order to resolve the clash in expectations and attempt to understand 
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what is happening. These rich points should be identified and analyzed with the use of reflective 

thick descriptions. 

In FL education, ethnography and ethnographic techniques have gained attention thanks 

in part to international mobility and the many opportunities to study abroad. The notion of 

language learner as ethnographer combines the experience of the ethnographer in the field and a 

set of strategies and techniques for the analysis and learning of culture. Byram and Feng (2004) 

support the use of ethnographic techniques and explain that ethnographic investigations take 

naturalistic settings as most effective and central to culture learning. Although naturalistic 

settings and studying abroad can be a fruitful opportunity for ethnographic investigations and the 

development of culture-related competencies, it is also important to consider how many students 

have the means to study in another country. Solely relying on study abroad experiences for 

culture learning might not be the best and most equitable strategy, since many FL learners might 

be excluded. Other scholars (e.g., Bennett et al., 2003) proposed to use ethnographic accounts in 

the instructional setting as an alternative assessment to systematic language and culture tests. 

Robinson-Stuart and Nocon (1996), integrated ethnographic research in a third-semester Spanish 

course. In this study, ethnographic interview techniques were utilized as a pedagogical tool to 

investigate attitudes of FL learners toward language users. After being trained on ethnographic 

techniques, students interviewed Spanish speakers within the San Diego community and wrote 

reflective reports. Results showed that the ethnographic project provided students with awareness 

of their own cultural differences and taught them the skill of active listening. No two people 

interpret things in the same way exact way, and by practicing active listening of individuals from 

different backgrounds students learned to understand rather than assuming or just waiting for 

their turn to speak. Another example is the one by Huszti (2004) who suggested that language 
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learners use ethnographic techniques as an approach to the study of people and the social and 

cultural patterns that give meaning to their lives. 

More recently, digital ethnography has become increasingly popular with the growing 

presence of the Internet in people’s lives (Murthy, 2008). Digital ethnography, also labeled 

virtual ethnography (Hine, 2000), involves technologically mediated interaction with the use of 

ethnographic techniques in the research process (Varis, 2016). Carel (2001) discussed the Virtual 

Ethnographer, a multimedia software package consisting of coursework and fieldwork modules, 

as a mean to engage French learners in introspective reports and to help them feel as “being a 

part of the culture,” and appreciate and recognize others’ perspectives and behaviors. This 

approach corresponds to Byram’s (2014) intercultural perspective. Sole (2009) also proposed 

using technology, namely students’ mobile devices, to engage FL learners in ethnographic 

investigations and explore and interpret how meanings and practices are established in digital 

spaces. Lenihan and Kelly-Holmes (2015) posited that virtual ethnography may be considered 

the same as physical field ethnography, that is the immersion of the researcher in a social or 

cultural situation, accompanied by the development of thick descriptions from the participants’ 

perspective.  

Differently from ethnographic research carried out by students who study abroad, which 

may involve advanced levels of language proficiency and long-term participant observation in 

specific cultural contexts, digital or virtual ethnography provides all students, including those in 

beginner-level courses, with the opportunity to explore cultures and take on the insider 

perspective through digital means in the classroom or home environment. In this sense, virtual 

ethnography is an accessible tool to understand and explore cultures. Although not without 

limitations, digital ethnography may help to create more inclusive learning opportunities, 
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especially for those who are not able to study abroad. This article provides an example of how 

ethnographic techniques can be applied to virtual environments (i.e., VR) to foster CTC in FL 

learners. 

The Critical Transcultural Competence Framework 

Framework Development 

Grant and Osanloo (2016) describe a theoretical framework as a “blueprint” for research 

inquiry which involves a throughout understanding of the problem, purpose, and significance, 

while aiding the researcher in situating the issue at hand in relation to a theoretical context. 

Recommended guidelines for developing a theoretical framework include identifying theories 

that intersect with one’s epistemological values, developing a working knowledge of the theories 

and understanding their importance to the researcher, considering arguments that oppose one’s 

beliefs and theories, applying answers to “how” theories connect to the problem, the study’s 

purpose, the significance, the design, and finally providing a solid, descriptive blueprint for the 

reader (Grant & Osanloo, 2016). A theoretical framework is one of the central elements in the 

research process, even though researchers have often argued that empirical studies lack sound 

theoretical frameworks as the basis of their research. A framework serves as a structure for the 

rationale of a study and ensures that research is informed by theory. Considering the lack of 

satisfying theoretical frameworks and models for the teaching of culture in the landscape of FL 

education, and the disagreement on how culture should be approached, the novel CTC 

framework was developed. Utilizing Grant and Osanloo (2016) guidelines for developing a 

theoretical framework, the CTC framework attempts to integrate core conceptualizations of 

culture and ethnographic techniques with the ultimate aim to help FL teachers expose learners to 

culture from a non-essentialist, holistic, and critical perspective.  
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The Theoretical Framework 

 Drawing upon the theories and models described above, the CTC framework argues for a 

set of principles for developing an overall approach to teaching and learning culture, from a 

critical and transcultural perspective: 

1. Culture is taught from the beginning and integrated into the teaching of language 

skills 

Culture is not an automatic outcome of FL instruction, and when reserved to advanced 

courses, it may happen that in beginner and intermediate levels learners create their own 

understandings and assumptions of cultural contexts and practices, which will have to be later 

unlearned, when addressed in advanced language classes (Liddicoat, 2001). The absence of 

culture from beginner-level courses is problematic because many students do not continue to 

advanced levels, thus they do not get the opportunity to develop skills of critical reflection which 

are essential in a globalized world. In developing an approach to FL teaching that focuses on 

culture, consideration needs to be given to the fact that FL instruction does not operate on a 

narrow conception of language and culture, where language is taught as a fixed system and 

culture is only incorporated to enrich and reinforce linguistic skills. Educators should make FL 

learning a critical and productive process that integrates language and culture. This means that 

students are not simply acquiring vocabulary or grammatical concepts, but rather they are 

involved in an ongoing learning process that integrates the two, as culture is mediated and 

interpreted through language, starting from beginner level courses. For instance, having students 

deconstruct the meaning of proverbs or idiomatic expressions used by one person or more people 

can help challenge the idea of one nation and one language, while making students’ own 

connotations and linguistic practices part of the learning process 
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2. Culture is fluid and grounded in the local and the particular 

In the 21st century we cannot rely on traditional definitions of culture, such as culture as a 

body of facts, culture as the fifth skill, national representations of culture, the Big C and the 

small c, or the simplified culture of practices, perspectives, and products. In the US, teacher 

education programs often use the ACTFL Standards and the NCSSFL-ACTFL Can-Do 

Statements (Phillips, 2003), which are problematic because they provide a reductionist 

representation of culture, that can be taught and measured, when, as seen in the culture 

conceptualizations described above culture is not just located in cultural products or forms, but 

rather it is found in the active lives of those who share, create, and use culture. Culture should 

not be linked to notions of good and bad, right and wrong. Understanding that we are unique, 

similar, and different and that there are no cultural practices, perspectives, and products that can 

be exclusively attributed to a person or a particular group of people is the first step to become 

competent from a culture perspective in today’s interconnected world. Culture is fluid, variable, 

and changes from person to person, and within people, over place and time. Becoming aware that 

there is not one normal way of being in the world, but rather that individuals are culturally 

variable depending on context, is an ability that should be fostered in all FL courses. 

3. Moving from intercultural competence to transcultural competence 

In the literature, it is often talked about the development of intercultural competence, an 

ongoing process that enables language learners to reflect on their own and other people’s cultural 

habits and practices. In the CTC framework, transcultural differs from intercultural in the sense 

that it does not look at “between” two cultures, but rather it de-emphasizes national differences 

by looking at culture within and across individuals, no matter the nations. Transculturality 

replaces the binarism of “us” versus “them,” a perspective that essentializes and limits people in 
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their own cultural dimensions. In the FL classroom, we should not stop at comparing and 

contrasting. Rather, we should encourage students to take a step back and question what they see 

and what they hear. Students should look at culture in discourse and reflect on how language is 

used in social contexts. In this sense, culture is seen as a process of meaning construction, not 

between two nations, or cultures, but rather within and across individuals. Thus, teaching culture 

will require a mode of exploration and interaction, rather than judgment and evaluation 

(Kramsch, 2003). Teaching culture from a transcultural perspective means to make FL learners 

aware of why speakers of the same language, or of different languages, speak and act as they do. 

4. Culture as a critical reflective process 

It has been argued that culture should not be taught as fixed knowledge that is memorized 

and then checked off in a language test. Yet, that seems to be the case for many FL courses 

where students are not engaged in critical reflective practices, but rather learn about fun touristic 

cultural facts that are tested monologically (Kramsch, 2003). Educators should be asking 

themselves what students should know and should be able to do as an outcome to FL teaching. 

How is the FL classroom helping young adults succeed in modern and continuously changing 

societies? Will the memorization of cultural facts help students communicate appropriately with 

speakers of other languages in diverse cultural contexts? Culture as a critical reflective process 

means that students become aware of how culture-specific behaviors and cultural expressions 

depend on their own backgrounds and previous experiences. In the language classroom, a critical 

thinking approach aims at helping students become more skeptical and reflective toward 

stereotypes and commonly accepted truism (Burbules & Berk, 1999). Such an approach implies 

a methodological shift in the educational setting by eliminating the “teacher-preacher” paradigm 

and by focusing on purposeful learning rather than the acquisition of ready-to-consume 
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knowledge (Guilherme, 2013). Helping students engage in critical reflection does not mean 

guiding them toward an ideological position (McConachy, 2018); on the contrary, learners 

should become gradually socialized into critical thinking practices and be able to construct and 

articulate their own positions. These abilities are useful not simply for engaging with particular 

cultural topics, but more broadly for interacting and engaging in meaning-making practices and 

communication outside of the instructional setting. 

5. The FL learner as ethnographer 

In recent years, the use of ethnographic techniques in the FL classroom has been 

encouraged by many (e.g., Byram & Feng, 2004; Jacknick, 2018; Paige et al., 2003; Roberts et 

al., 2001). The overall goal is for the FL learner to move from passive receiver to an active 

participant who is emotionally involved in the learning process. Through ethnographic 

techniques, from observation and description, to analysis and interpretation, and finally 

reflection, FL learners can step out of their “student shoes” and learn to challenge their own 

assumptions and stereotypes. This can be accomplished by engaging students in ethnographic 

activities and thick descriptions. Especially using innovative digital materials as VR, students 

can take ownership of their own learning, immerse themselves and feel present in culturally-

relevant contexts otherwise inaccessible from the classroom setting. In these environments, 

students can apply ethnographic techniques such as identifying a rich point, maintaining open 

acceptance of the behaviors and actions of the members being observed, describing as 

completely as possible what is happening in the selected activities and settings, and relating what 

is being observed to existing knowledge (Green & Skukauskaite, 2012). VR environments enable 

FL learners to become fieldworkers and focus on what is most interesting to them within the 

environments, while also actively engage with each other, through critical discussions, and the 
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technology to develop culture-related competences. These skills and habits are transferable, and 

students can draw on them in the future in the diverse global contexts where they will live and 

work. 

Applying the Framework to VR Teaching Materials 

VR in Education 

Recent advances in technology have made it possible for learners to experience 

environments that merge the real world with the digital world, enabling immersions in authentic 

and previously inaccessible spaces. VR is among those emerging technologies that offer 

authentic and situated learning experiences, placing students within the settings where the 

language is spoken (e.g., a restaurant, a university, etc.) and producing a sense of being 

physically present in a non-physical setting (Blyth, 2018). Within the term VR, “virtual” refers to 

the digital representation of something, whereas “reality” indicates an environment that is close 

to the real world but essentially unreal since it is generated by computer technologies (Slater & 

Wilbur, 1996). Schwienhorst (2002) proposed a distinction between low immersive VR, which 

presents the virtual environment on a computer monitor with a limited field of view, and highly 

immersive VR, which utilizes a head-mounted device, enabling a more immersive experience 

with a wider field of view. It is generally agreed that this technology, whether low or highly 

immersive, promotes situated learning (Chen, 2009; Lloyd et al., 2017; Schott & Marshall, 

2018), provides authentic experiences (Blyth, 2018; Jacobson, 2017), fosters engagement 

(Allcoat & von Mühlenen, 2018; Shih, 2018), and increases motivation (Huang, Rauch, & Liaw, 

2010; Shih, 2015).  

Most of the literature in language education has focused on low immersive VR since 

head-mounted displays (HMDs) became popular among the wider public only in 2016, when 
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well-known companies made this technology accessible to the consumer market (Liu, Bhagat, 

Gao, Chang, & Huang, 2017). Current research focusing on VR and HMDs is mostly in science 

education (Freina & Ott, 2015), with only a few empirical studies examining language learners’ 

perception of highly immersive VR for educational purposes. For example, one study 

investigated how Spanish language learners’ perception of VR in the educational setting changed 

over one semester (Scrivner et al., 2019). Google Cardboard, an economical HMD, and the 

Google Street app were utilized to expose learners to authentic environments and surveys were 

used to gather feedback. Results indicated that VR increased students’ interest in studying abroad 

and the realistic virtual experiences kept them engaged and helped them learn about some 

aspects of the Hispanic culture. On the other hand, some participants reported experiencing 

dizziness and the authors attributed the discomfort to the low-cost cardboard viewer with limited 

settings to adjust distance and depth. Although Scrivner et al.’s (2019) study is promising and 

offers some insights about the use of highly immersive VR for the FL classroom, more research 

needs to focus on how VR can impact language learners’ awareness of cultures to then support 

the implementation of this technology in FL courses. Shih (2018) explained that contextualized 

teaching helps relate content to real-world situations. Compared to traditional pedagogical 

materials, highly immersive VR has the advantage of immersing FL learners in culturally 

authentic contexts that produce a sense of “being there.” Dawley and Dede (2014) define this 

type of learning “situated” where students experience authentic environments, and the 

acquisition of knowledge becomes a situated process supported by technology. VR technologies 

enable cultural immersions where students enter a community and experience in first person how 

other people live, behave, and interact. With these VR experiences and adequate training, learner 
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inquiry, active observation, and participation are facilitated and could lead to the construction of 

meaningful and new understandings of diverse cultures. 

Acquiring CTC with VR Materials 

 The application of the CTC framework to VR resources is particularly suited because of 

the flexibility and authenticity of such materials. The realistic representation of the world in 360-

degree videos and the opportunity to give students agency, that is to move freely in the 

environment and choose what to focus on, may be considered an innovative approach in FL 

teaching since the traditional “fixed” textbook, which offers thin descriptions of culture and ties 

it to the notion of nation state, has been a staple in language education for many years. Students 

as virtual ethnographers engage in process of observing, participating, describing, analyzing, and 

interpreting, and this type of engagement is much more significant than the product of the study 

itself (Byram & Feng, 2005). Lloyd et al. (2017) claimed that 360-degree VR videos are a simple 

way for educators to experiment with this cutting-edge technology because they map well into 

mainstream skills (i.e., 2D filming) and they offer high impact learning for a reasonable budget. 

These videos immerse FL learners in environments otherwise inaccessible due to geographical or 

financial limitations, thus creating new learning opportunities. A concrete pedagogical example 

of how the CTC framework may be applied to VR materials is the following (see Appendix B for 

more details): 

1. Prime students by illustrating and discussing ethnographic techniques and the concept of 

transculturality. This step is of central importance because FL learners need the 

methodological toolbox of how to explore and investigate other cultures. Without a 

discussion of ethnographic techniques and the concept of transculturality, students might 

approach the virtual environments, or field, from a simplistic point of view or 
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ethnocentric perspective. Through the priming, we are giving students the tools for 

making sense of transcultural contacts and experiences. Priming may consist of having 

students read and discuss ethnography concepts, watching videos on ethnographic 

interviewing and techniques, and then participate in classroom activities modeling how 

they would approach and interpret an uncomfortable or different situation. 

2. Select the VR resource to be used with students. On YouTube there is a variety of 360-

videos that can be experienced in VR, at no cost, by using students’ smartphones and a 

simple HMD such as Google Cardboard. Ideally, the VR resource shows speakers of the 

language in an authentic, not constructed setting as those of textbooks. Controversial 

topics could also be particularly fitting to challenge students’ stereotypes and provoke 

stimulating discussions.  

3. Working individually, students immerse themselves in the virtual environments and 

identify rich points, which cannot be understood without further exploration and 

reflection. Rich points are moments where students are confronted with a surprise or 

something that does not go as expected. In these moments of frame clash, students select 

what is relevant to them and their own background and experiences. 

4. Working in small groups, students develop thick descriptions and describe, if possible, in 

the studied language, what is happening in the virtual environment and which rich points 

stood out to them. Students take detailed field notes of their experience, analyze, and 

build connections with their existing cultural knowledge. This process is not structured, 

but rather open-ended with students relating and analyzing what they observed to their 

existing knowledge and experiences. 
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5. Finally, each group of students shares the field notes, and the open-ended class discussion 

begins. This is an opportunity for students to share what was culturally-relevant to them 

in VR experience and why. Students should be reminded to maintain open acceptance of 

peers’ reflections and, through open discussions and confrontations, develop explanations 

of what rich points that were previously unknown or not understandable. 

The example outline above should be adopted in lower-level language courses. In the priming 

stage, the educator will likely need to use students’ first language to give them the tools and 

techniques for the virtual explorations. Students should be reminded that from a transcultural 

perspective they are not taking an “us versus them” approach, and they should also reflect on 

what they will experience in relation to their background and understanding. When stepping into 

the ethnographers’ shoes in the virtual environments, students should be prompted to identify of 

rich points to ensure that they do not get absorbed into the experience while forgetting the 

purpose of the activity. In small groups, students should dive deeper into what the virtual 

experience evoked and how it change or did not change their personal understanding and develop 

thick descriptions. Students’ discussions and comparisons can further promote a reflective 

process that moves toward transculturality. 

This model may be applied to a variety of resources, such two-dimensional videos or 

pictures. However, VR environments could be an excellent innovative pedagogical material for 

the development of CTC considering their learner-driven aspect and opportunity to be immersed 

in other inaccessible spaces. 

Conclusions and Directions for Future Research 

 This article identified and provided a summary of how four main scholars in the 

landscape of FL education conceptualize culture. Generally, scholars agree on the fact that today 
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FL teaching and learning should move away from building up facts of a target culture of well-

defined national borders. Rather, scholars argue that culture, intercultural competence, and 

interculturality should be regarded as a life-long process where students are engaged in critical 

discussions and reflections beyond superficial representations. Nevertheless, these 

conceptualizations appear problematic because they do not offer easy-to-understand and practical 

examples for FL teachers who are already burdened by a grammar-heavy curriculum. The CTC 

framework proposed here aimed at simplifying complex concepts by offering a set of principles 

for developing an overall approach to teaching and learning culture from a critical and 

transcultural perspective, while moving beyond traditional views of culture, and the dichotomy 

of language and culture. Further, an example was provided to offer FL educators a concrete 

illustration of how the CTC framework and innovative digital resources may be paired up to 

offer novel learning experiences. 

However, this framework is not without limitations. For example, considering its central 

ethnographic component, FL educators will need first to be trained, and then find the time within 

the curriculum to prime students for virtual ethnography. Since these techniques are applicable to 

other contexts outside of the classroom, dedicating class time to develop such skills could be 

beneficial to students’ lives. In this article, the CTC framework was applied to VR materials 

which require students’ smartphones and the use of HMDs. These technology tools might not be 

available to every student, therefore in this case it is important to consider what other 

pedagogical materials can be used to foster CTC among FL learners. In the end, promoting 

critical thinking skills and offering an understanding of what transculturality implies, requires 

effective teacher training, so that it is clear how students can work toward such competency. 

Thus, future research should explore how FL educators may be trained to teach culture from a 
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critical and transcultural perspective, rather than culture as a body of knowledge to be learned 

and checked off by FL learners. 
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ARTICLE THREE: PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT FOR COLLEGIATE ITALIAN 

LANGUAGE TEACHERS: CRITICAL TRANSCULTURAL COMPETENCE AND VIRTUAL 

REALITY 

Abstract 

Supporting language educators to teach culture in a fluid, postmodernist view while adopting 

new technologies and innovative materials is important to promote change in the FL classroom. 

This article presents a case study investigating the development of pedagogical content 

knowledge within a group of seven collegiate Italian language instructors. The study focused on 

how an online targeted training for foreign language educators impacted their beliefs about 

culture teaching and learning, and explored the potential affordances and limitations of virtual-

reality-based teaching materials for the development of critical transcultural competence 

according to foreign language educators. The online training included pre-recorded videos, 

readings, collaborative discussion boards, individual surveys, the development of lesson plans, 

and their application which was possible for only one participant due to the Covid-19 pandemic. 

Findings show that the training contributed to participants’ pedagogical content knowledge; 

however, discrepancies were noted between what participants discussed and reflected upon in the 

discussion boards and interviews, and what they concretely did when putting what they learned 

into practice in their lesson plans. The article concludes with recommendations for future 

professional development opportunities for foreign language educators eager to implement 

innovative technologies for culture teaching and learning in their own classrooms. 

Keywords: teacher learning, language education, culture teaching, virtual reality 

Introduction 
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The role of culture in the FL classroom has been a concern of many scholars (e.g., 

Byram, Holmes, & Savvides, 2013; Byrd, 2014; Dema & Moeller, 2013; Dervin, 2017; Kearney, 

2019; Kramsch & Hua, 2016, 2020) who argue that first, more time should be devoted to culture, 

and second, culture should be approached from a non-essentialist and dynamic perspective. 

Research on FL teachers’ understandings of how culture should be taught suggests that 

educators’ beliefs do not always align with their teaching practices (Berti, forthcoming; Oranje & 

Smith, 2018; Sercu, 2006; Young & Sachdev, 2011). For example, Oranje and Smith (2018) 

found that K-12 FL teachers were in favor of promoting intercultural competence skills, but they 

were not implementing a teaching approach that would promote such skills. In another study, 

Berti (forthcoming) explained that although collegiate FL educators agreed with the importance 

of teaching culture beyond factual information, in the self-reported data some FL teachers felt 

they were unable to put such beliefs to practice due to diverse reasons, including unfitting 

teaching resources. Supporting FL educators in the teaching of culture beyond essentialist 

perspectives and in a fluid, postmodernist manner, while also adopting new technologies and 

innovative materials, is important to promote change in the FL classroom. 

Professional learning opportunities for FL teachers introduce and familiarize novice and 

more seasoned educators with novel concepts and approaches, and therefore play a crucial role in 

teacher development as it “seeks to initiate change of one sort or another” (Richards, Gallo, & 

Renandya, 2001, p. 41) with the objective of better understanding how the nature of change will 

impact classroom practices. In these learning opportunities educators’ beliefs, which may be 

defined as personal constructs, play a central role, and changes in their practices are the result of 

changes in their beliefs (Richards et al., 2001). There is a connection between educational beliefs 

and practices, and professional learning itself is the important link between the two.  
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In the domain of teacher education, significant changes have taken place. For instance, 

instructors are no longer viewed anymore as passive recipients of transmitted knowledge, but 

rather as active participants in meaning-making processes (Morrison, 2014). There has been an 

increasing recognition that teachers’ previous learning experiences influence their own views of 

teaching and learning, and consequently their instructional practices (Borg, 2018). Additionally, 

education programs are generally perceived as having failed to prepare teachers for the 

instructional contexts wherein they will work, and concerted efforts are now being made to better 

connect theories and practices (Farrell, 2019). Lastly, concerns that teachers are expected to 

direct their own professional learning through peer-observation and independent research and 

inquiry, rather than participation in collaborative workshops or programs, have emerged 

(Crandall, 2000). These changes and challenges in the domain of teacher education are also 

relevant to FL teachers who might struggle in translating novel theories into the language 

classroom due to the preparation they received, as well as the lack of time to explore and 

experiment, considering the dense curriculum they teach and the demanding teaching duties they 

have to meet. Bustamante and Moeller (2013) explain that participation in research-based 

professional development opportunities can foster sustained changes in beliefs toward teaching 

and learning. Song (2015) suggests that sustained and programmatic efforts should be planned as 

a continuous experience for new teachers as well as experienced educators throughout their 

careers. Similarly, Paesani (2020) adds that learning how to teach is a not only a complex and 

long‐term process, but also an individual and collective act of appropriation and transformation. 

Paesani recommends that FL teachers’ professional development activities should be intentional, 

collaborative, experiential, scaffolded, and not one-off activities but rather long-term.  
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Considering the changes and concerns in the landscape of teacher professional 

development, it is evident that targeted teacher professional learning, which provides educators 

with effective resources, expertise, and reflective opportunities, is essential to initiate changes in 

teachers’ beliefs, and ultimately improve their pedagogical practices. The aim of this research 

was to explore how targeted teacher professional learning, comprised of six collaborative online 

modules exploring the Critical Transcultural Competence (CTC) framework (Berti, forthcoming) 

and multimodal VR-based teaching materials, may impact FL educators’ beliefs about the 

teaching of culture and thus contribute to the development of pedagogical content knowledge 

(PCK). 

This study sought to answer the following research questions:  

1. How does online targeted training, based on the CTC framework, shape FL teachers’ 

beliefs about culture teaching and learning?  

2. What do FL teachers consider to be the potential affordances and limitations of VR-based 

teaching materials for the development of CTC? 

This study is divided into six sections. First, an overview of the CTC framework as well as a 

review of the literature on teacher professional learning, PCK, and VR are provided. Next, the 

methodology section covers participants, instruments and procedures, and data collection. The 

results, discussion and implications are then presented, including the implementation of a VR-

based lesson plan in a face-to-face Italian course. Finally, limitations and suggestions for future 

research highlight what else should be done to advance the teaching of culture in FL courses. 

Literature Review 

The Critical Transcultural Competence Framework 
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 The CTC framework (Berti, forthcoming) was developed in response to the lack of 

theoretical models that provide clear pedagogical frameworks to support FL educators and FL 

learners in moving away from modernist approaches to teaching and learning culture, where 

“speech communities [are] seen as grounded in the nation - the national context in which a 

national language was spoken by a homogeneous national citizenry” (Kramsch, 2013, p. 64). 

Risager (2006, 2007) explains that modernist aspects are still present in the culture-pedagogy 

discourse, in language textbooks, and official syllabi, and a move to postmodernist perspectives 

is needed along with targeted teacher support. Drawing on four conceptualizations of culture 

(Byram, 1997, 2008, 2014; Dervin, 2010, 2013, 2016; Kramsch, 1995, 2006, 2009a, 2009b; 

Risager, 2005, 2012, 2018) in the context of FL teaching and ethnographic theory and techniques 

(Green & Skukauskaite, 2012), the CTC framework aimed at addressing this gap. The set of 

principles included in the CTC framework are the following: 

1. Culture is taught from the beginning and integrated into the teaching of language 

skills. Culture is not reserved to advanced language courses, but rather a conscious effort 

is made to involve students in an ongoing learning process, from beginner-level courses, 

that integrates language and culture. 

2. Culture is fluid and grounded in the local and the particular. In other words, culture is 

not viewed as static, homogeneous, and in terms of national traditions. Instead, culture is 

variable, fluid, and changes from person to person, and within people, across place and 

time. 

3. Moving from intercultural competence to transcultural competence. Intercultural 

competence has been the primary focus of the professional literature in FL learning and 

teaching. As a notion, it looks at cultures as “us” versus “them” and essentializes and 
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limits individuals in their own cultural dimensions while a transcultural perspective sees 

culture as a process of meaning construction, not between two nations, or cultures, but 

rather within and across individuals. 

4. Culture as a critical reflective process. Students do not focus on the memorization of 

facts and controlled practice; instead, they are challenged to reflect on how culture-

specific behaviors and cultural expressions depend on people’s backgrounds and previous 

experiences. 

5. The FL learner as ethnographer. Students become actively involved in the learning 

process by learning and utilizing ethnographic techniques, including observation, 

description, analysis, interpretation, and reflection. From passive receivers of static 

cultural information, students identify and analyze rich points, which are moments where 

communication goes wrong, or moments of misunderstanding or incomprehension, 

within a particular context, that should be further explored, and develop thick 

descriptions including their personal reflections. 

FL Teacher Education 

Historically, teacher education has been dominated by the notion that knowledge about 

teaching and learning could be transmitted to teachers by others, usually in the form of lectures 

and theoretical readings. This view of teacher learning led to the belief that new teachers could 

be equipped with all that they needed to know to be successful professionals throughout their 

teaching careers (Johnson & Freeman, 2001). Such an approach has proven to be flawed since 

ongoing professional development is fundamental as it considers and applies “theories, tools, 

lines of research, and approaches to language teaching and educator preparation that come to 

characterize our profession” (Kearney, 2019). Additionally, teachers’ experiences and personal 
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beliefs should be considered since they influence how they learn to teach, and more importantly 

scholars acknowledge that “usable knowledge in teaching requires knowledge about oneself as a 

teacher, about the content to be taught, about students, about classroom life, and about the 

contexts within which teachers carry out their work” (Johnson & Freeman, 2001, p. 55). 

In recent years, sociocultural and socially-situated perspectives on teacher learning have 

become increasingly prevalent (Kelly, 2006). These perspectives stress that “processes of 

learning are negotiated with people in what they do, through experiences in the social practices 

associated with particular activities” (Johnson & Freeman, 2001, p. 56). Under this view, teacher 

learning unfolds through participation in social practices, and in this sense the objective of 

teacher education is to reshape the knowledge, values, and beliefs that individuals bring with 

them to training contexts. For the FL teacher, theories of second language acquisition (SLA), 

classroom methodologies, or language content should be understood against the backdrop of 

teachers’ personal and professional lives. This approach to teacher learning would more 

accurately and more appropriately capture the complex circumstances in which teachers learn 

and do their work. Johnson and Freeman (2001) call this framework the “knowledge base” of 

language teacher education, which must account for how individuals learn to teach and for the 

complex factors, influences, experiences, and processes that contribute and contributed to their 

own learning. Regardless, it still seems that teacher learning and training methods have been 

neglected in both practice and research. An example of this claim is Sercu et al. (2005), where 

two reasons identified by teachers for not being able to devote time to culture in their classes 

were the dearth of suitable teaching materials and the lack of training in this area. In another 

study, Berti (forthcoming) conducted a nationwide survey looking at culture beliefs and practices 

of US collegiate FL teachers. In her findings, she explained that although FL educators agree 
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with the importance of teaching culture beyond factual information, some FL teachers are unable 

to put such beliefs to practice due to a lack of time, the dense curriculum, and unfitting teaching 

resources. Similarly, Kearney (2019) state that although there is widespread support among 

stakeholders for the development of interculturality in FL learners, actual classroom and teacher 

education practices do not reflect curricular approaches and practical guidelines set by scholars 

and professional organizations. For these reasons, more needs to be done to prepare educators for 

successful culture-teaching practices that ultimately transform learning outcomes, student 

experiences, and classroom processes. 

In language teacher education it is often assumed that SLA and linguistics courses 

provide future teachers the necessary skills to become effective practitioners (Busch, 2010). 

Some have argued that such coursework only has a small impact if any on teachers’ beliefs and 

practices (Lo, 2005). For instance, Peacock (2001) reported that after three years in a collegiate 

program, student teachers still believed that language learning equaled the memorization of 

vocabulary and grammar rules. Halbach (2002) investigated how university students, enrolled in 

a language teaching methods class in Spain, engaged with cultural issues, and related those 

issues to their own experiences as language learners. The analysis of students’ reflections 

showed that course content was mostly summarized and exemplified, rather than purposefully 

reflected upon. Halbach claimed that the lack of critical reflection might be because the Spanish 

educational system follows a transmission-based mode of teaching, where little space is left to 

critical thinking. In another study, Busch (2010) investigated the effects of a university-level 

introductory SLA course on pre-service teachers’ beliefs on language and culture education. 

Among the areas of greatest change in participants’ beliefs was the need and desire to learn more 

about English-speaking cultures. Although at the beginning of the course most pre-service 
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teachers disagreed with the statement: “It is necessary to know about English-speaking cultures 

in order to speak English” (p. 322), in the end-of-the-course survey the number of participants 

agreeing with the same statement increased, thus showing that language teacher education 

proved to be somewhat effective. Busch (2010) suggested that beliefs at the beginning of the 

course were linked to participants’ past experiences with language learning in educational 

contexts. Diaz (2013) argued that the field of language teacher education should revisit the 

curriculum as well as current teaching philosophies through collaborative critical reflection and a 

praxis-driven approach to innovation. Gorlewski et al. (2021) raised questions concerning the 

gap between pedagogical practices employed at schools and those taught at universities, making 

the case about reconceptualizing teacher preparation programs based on a teacher residency 

model. Educators need to be made aware of their own beliefs concerning learning, teaching, 

language, and culture, and reflective and collaborative activities in professional development 

courses should purposefully be used to prepare educators for meaningful classroom practices. 

Teacher learning in terms of language and culture should be a lifelong process characterized by a 

deeper questioning of self and others. Overall, in the literature it appears that more needs to be 

done to include reflective practices, including the examinations of past learning experiences, to 

prepare future FL educators and to bridge the gap between theories and scholarly publications 

and what concretely takes place in the classroom. 

PCK in the Context of FL Teacher Education 

 In simple terms, the concept of PCK encompasses subject-specific content knowledge 

and knowledge of the pedagogy used in teaching a subject (Shulman, 1986). Shulman argued 

that educators should be aware of how to teach specific topics in their subject domain so that 

they can be easily understood by students. Educators should also be aware of the preconceptions 
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and misconceptions students might have and use the best teaching strategies to address them. 

Coe et al. (2014) identified PCK as one of the core elements of effective teaching. In their 

review, they explain that effective educators have deep knowledge of the content being taught, 

while also understanding “the ways students think about the content, be able to evaluate the 

thinking behind students’ own methods, and identify students’ common misconceptions” (p. 2). 

Shulman (1986) explains that educators’ expertise lies “in the capacity of the teacher to 

transform the content knowledge he or she possesses into forms that are pedagogically powerful 

and yet adaptive to the variations in ability and backgrounds presented by the students” (p. 15).  

 It has been argued that most research of PCK has focused on the science domain, and in 

the landscape of FL education research utilizing PCK is scarce (Evens, Elen, & Depaepe, 2016). 

For example, a systematic review of empirical studies addressing PCK in the context of FL and 

second language (SL) teaching found 17 articles (Evens et al., 2016), as compared to another 

review in the context of mathematics that found 60 articles (Depaepe, Verschaffel, & 

Kelchtermans, 2013), with even more restrictive inclusion criteria. In another study, Li, Liu, and 

Jiang (2021) explain that there is limited evidence illustrating the effectiveness of teacher 

education programs in developing English FL teachers’ PCK. When focusing on teachers’ PCK 

in the context of culture teaching in the FL classroom, there is a dearth of empirical 

investigations. In this research, PCK was utilized to analyze the data and to investigate whether 

the online training impacted participants’ content knowledge and pedagogical practices in 

relation to culture, not only through participants’ discourses but also with the application of 

knowledge in the developed lesson plans. 

VR in FL Education for the Teaching of Culture 
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 In recent years VR has gained interest in many fields, including FL education. An 

increasing number of researchers (e.g., Blyth, 2018; Kaplan-Rakowski & Gruber, 2019; Peixoto 

et al., 2019; Xie, Rider, & Chen, 2019) are exploring the advantages and limitations of VR, a 

cutting-edge technology characterized by presence and immersion for FL teaching and learning. 

This technology seems especially fitting for FL education considering the financial and 

geographical constraints, among others, often faced by students who are not able to travel 

abroad. VR provides language learners with representations of the real world through immersive 

content, and students can focus on knowledge construction by finding out cultural facets and 

information on their own. When VR is associated with reflective and collaborative practices, 

students begin to make sense of the virtual experience in relation to their own personal 

knowledge. This type of pedagogy can be effective in terms of self-awareness, compared to more 

traditional conventional teaching methodologies, and also beneficial to students’ experiences 

outside of the classroom.  

VR has been implemented in the FL classroom for the teaching of culture. For example, 

O’Brien and Levy (2008) looked at whether first-semester students enrolled in a German course 

focused more on cultural products or cultural practices presented in a virtual environment. The 

findings show that participants mostly focused on tangible aspects including modes of 

transportation, building materials, and types of shops. The authors explain that students were 

highly engaged in the experience and felt as they were inside the environment. In Shih (2015), 

four English learners took part in a year-long research where they explored VR environments 

under the guidance of a native English-speaking instructor and guided tours via podcasts. The 

author concluded that the proposed VR system has great potential for both the enhancement of 

the learners’ cultural knowledge and positive attitudes toward the studied culture. Berti (2019) 
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discussed the development of an open online repository for storing, sharing, and accessing VR 

videos for teaching the Italian language and culture, while also suggesting the use of Google 

Cardboard as an accessible and economical headset. In the same vein, Xie et al. (2019) explored 

the use of VR tools, such as Google Cardboards and Google Expeditions, for Chinese language 

and culture learning. Participants explored VR environments and showed heightened interest in 

the target culture and motivation, however the authors argued that the complex nature of the 

technology had its limitations. For instance, several participants reported experiencing physical 

dizziness, while others struggled connecting to the wi-fi, which is necessary for effective VR 

experiences. Mills et al. (2020) investigated the ways in which Parisian cultural narratives 

presented in VR allowed students to understand the complexity of the studied language and 

culture. Students were immersed in engaging cultural situations and utilized accompanying 

teaching materials to think critically about the diversity of cultures and envision their future role 

in those target culture communities. In another study, Gao et al. (2021) designed a VR 

application for learners to experience the Christmas culture through an immersive environment. 

Even though their findings suggest that there was no significant difference in terms of learning 

outcomes for those students who used VR and those who did not, participants who experienced 

the immersive environment expressed greater satisfaction with the VR learning system. 

Lan (2020) explains that the essential components of successful language learning are 

immersion, participation, interaction, and authenticity. These components can be satisfied by 

mediating specific characteristics of VR, that is creation, immersion, and interaction, through 

learner-centered language activities. However, Lan also argues that teachers need to be familiar 

with the available VR resources, including devices and software, as well as understand how to 

face potential challenges, such as students being anxious about using new technology, feeling too 
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excited to focus on the VR experience and the learning, or feeling dizzy when being immersed in 

the virtual environments. Another issue of this technology is accessibility, since in some cases 

there might not be enough VR headsets available, or in other cases students might not own the 

latest smartphone devices to view virtual environments when paired with affordable headsets like 

Google Cardboard. Lan (2020) also questions how to evaluate learning outcomes and how to 

provide feedback when VR is utilized, since traditional testing methodologies, such as pencil-

and-paper tests, might not be adequate. 

Overall, although some research on VR for culture teaching and learning shows that it 

can enhance the language classroom with realistic experiences and a rich, interactive and 

engaging context, more research on its effectiveness is needed. Perhaps, one of the reasons why 

currently there is not more empirical evidence is that VR is still fairly new to the educational 

landscape, its implementation might be costly especially if advanced headsets are used, and 

existing definitions of culture teaching and learning do not provide examples of how this 

technology fits into instructional contexts. The CTC framework (Berti, forthcoming) addresses 

this gap by providing an easy-to-understand approach for teaching and learning culture from a 

critical and transcultural perspective, with practical examples of how VR can be integrated into 

the FL classroom with economical Google Cardboard headsets. This study contributes to the 

current literature by exploring the potential affordances and limitations of VR teaching materials 

for the development of CTC. 

Methodology 

This research followed a mixed-methods case study methodology which helped the 

understanding of a complex area, that is the teaching of culture with a new framework and 

through cutting-edge technology. Lew, Yang, and Harklau (2018) explain that case study is one 



107 
 

of the most common forms of inquiry in applied linguistics, employed to document the 

implementation of specific instructional tools, programs, or policies, including within the area of 

teacher reflection and development. 

Participants 

Twenty-four teachers of Italian drawn from a larger pool of participants (197) who 

completed a survey distributed online in Spring 2020 and met the eligibility requirement (i.e., 

being the instructor of record for a course in the basic language sequence at a university or 

college in the US) were invited to participate in a 60-minute online semi-structured interview. Of 

the 24 invited participants, seven agreed to participate in this specific research and took part in 

the online training. At the time of data collection, two participants were graduate teaching 

assistants and instructors of record, while the other five participants were collegiate faculty 

members of a World Language Department, Romance Language Department, and French and 

Italian Department. Four participants taught beginner-level Italian courses, while the remaining 

three taught intermediate-level courses. Table 12 provides information on the seven participants’ 

educational background and the Italian course level they taught in Fall 2020. Pseudonyms were 

assigned to participants. The researcher did not participate in the online collaborative discussions 

so that participants could act independently and not be influenced by the researcher’s personal 

reactions and reflections. 

Table 12 

Participants’ Profile 

Current position Educational background Italian course level 

Graduate Assistant 

 Mark 

 

Doctoral student in SLA 

 

Beginner 
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 Simon 

Professor/Lecturer 

 Anna 

 Linda 

 Sarah 

 Susan 

 Peter 

Doctoral student in Cultural studies 

 

PhD in Italian Literature 

PhD in Italian 

MA in Italian Studies 

MA in Italian Language and Literature 

PhD in Italian Studies 

Intermediate 

 

Intermediate 

Intermediate 

Beginner 

Beginner 

Beginner 

 

Instruments and Procedures 

Asynchronous Online Six-module Training 

The online six-module training was developed by the researcher and shared on the Canvas 

platform (https://canvas.instructure.com/enroll/EYMEBL) so that it could be easily accessed by 

the participants. The training adopted more recent sociocultural perspectives regarding teacher 

education. Rather than having participants passively watch lectures and explore readings, FL 

teachers participated in collaborative discussions by reading and replying to each other’s written 

beliefs, experiences, and understandings of the teaching of culture based on CTC and VR. 

Participants also discussed how their view of the teaching of culture changed, or did not, based 

on the training and they put what they critically discussed and reflected upon into practice by 

developing a lesson plan for their own Italian language course.  

The six modules, which included readings, pre-recorded 10-minute video trainings with 

downloadable PDF slides, collaborative discussion boards, and surveys, were divided into six 

sections. Within the discussion boards participants had to respond to the posed questions and 

engaged in discussions by replying to the other participants’ responses. The seven participants 
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started the training at the same time, the first week of August 2020 and had eight weeks to 

complete it. 

• Module 1: Introduction. In this module participants were introduced to the online 

training, they completed the “start” survey, and introduced and met each other in a 

discussion board. The survey consisted of questions regarding the course where the 

lesson plan was going to be implemented and the motivation for taking part in the 

training (see following link for more detailed information about each module: 

https://canvas.instructure.com/enroll/EYMEBL). 

• Module 2: What is culture? This module focused on current definitions of culture, how 

culture is taught and assessed according to the literature, as well as potential reasons for 

how it is treated in FL education (e.g., lack of time, influence of textbooks, etc.). Next, 

the CTC framework was introduced to participants along with its pedagogical application 

through VR-based materials. In the pre-recorded video training, the researcher 

operationalized culture from a CTC perspective: fluid and dynamic, complex and not 

measurable, and a discursive process not bounded to a specific territory/state. Participants 

explored assigned readings and took part in a collaborative discussion board reflecting on 

how they engaged students through culture in their teaching practices and how the 

framework challenged their current beliefs and teaching methods. Last, participants 

completed a 3-2-1 report where they reflected on: three things or ideas they learned in the 

module; two things or ideas from the module that they would like to implement in their 

Italian classes; and one question that they still had about the topics discussed in the 

module. 
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• Module 3: Ethnography and ethnographical techniques. In this module participants 

learned about digital ethnography, thin and thick descriptions, rich points, and how 

language learners can use ethnographic techniques to identify and analyze what they 

would experience in VR environments. Next, participants discussed how, in their 

opinions, ethnography and the CTC framework could fit into their teaching contexts. 

Then participants completed a 3-2-1 report as explained above. 

• Module 4: Virtual reality. This module prepared participants from a technical 

perspective. First, it explained what VR is, the pedagogical motivations for its use in FL 

teaching and learning, and how VR can be used to foster CTC. Next, participants learned 

how to use Google Cardboard (which was sent to them via mail) and StoryMapJS, the 

platform where the 360 VR environments, previously recorded in Italy, were embedded. 

Within the discussion board, participants reflected on the impact that VR-based materials 

could have on students’ CTC as well as how such an approach differs from traditional 

culture teaching methods. Next, participants completed one last 3-2-1 report. 

• Module 5: Lesson planning. In this module participants were first provided with a lesson 

plan template and a lesson plan example. The lesson plan example focused on the cultural 

practice of coffee outside the home and by watching VR-based materials, students 

reflected on how individuals in the specific setting of a bar stand, sit, and interact with 

each other. As explained in the lesson plan, students use ethnographic techniques to 

identify rich points and conduct reflective discussions in small groups. Using the 

provided template, participants developed and submitted a VR lesson plan specific to the 

Italian course they were teaching, whether beginner or intermediate. In their lesson plan 
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participants specified the learning objectives, materials to be used, lesson preparation, 

assessment of learning, and step-by-step procedure. 

• Module 6: Conclusion. In this final concluding module, participants watched a wrap-up 

video summarizing the training and offering final considerations for using VR to promote 

CTC in FL courses. Finally, participants completed the “exit” survey where they 

discussed how the online training shaped their beliefs about culture teaching and 

learning, whether they plan to use VR-based lesson plans in their Italian courses in the 

future, and the limitations of VR technologies for the teaching of culture. 

The final output of the training consisted in a lesson plan which integrated VR materials and the 

CTC framework. Participants had to implement their lesson plan in their own course, however 

due to Covid-19 and the shift to online teaching that happened in Spring 2020, only one 

participant was able to implement his lesson plan in his face-to-face Italian class.  

Data Sources 

The following data sources were collected before, during, and after the online six-module 

training: 

1. Nationwide survey. Online survey distributed in Spring 2020 exploring collegiate FL 

teachers’ beliefs and practices regarding culture teaching and learning in the US. 

2. Semi-structured interviews. One-on-one online 60-minute interviews, following the 

nationwide survey, further exploring participants’ beliefs and practices on culture 

teaching and learning. 

3. Online six-module training. 

o Surveys. Including the start survey, exit survey, and 3-2-1 reports. 
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o Discussion boards. Collaborative discussions in which participants reflected upon 

the video lessons and readings, responded to prompts, and commented on each 

other’s responses. 

o Lesson plans. Utilizing what they learned throughout the training, participants 

developed a lesson plan specific to the Italian course taught in Fall 2020. As 

explained above, only one participant was able to put his lesson plan to practice. 

4. Focus group interviews. Three online 60-minute interviews carried out upon completion 

of the training, asking participants to share how the training impacted their views of 

culture teaching and learning. 

Data Analysis 

To answer the first research question (How does online targeted training, based on the 

Critical Transcultural Competence framework, shape FL teachers’ beliefs about culture 

teaching and learning?), data gathered from the six sources described above were transcribed 

and analyzed (see Table 13). First, the mixed-methods data from the nationwide survey and 

semi-structured interviews were thematically analyzed using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-

phase methods (i.e., familiarization, coding, generating themes, reviewing themes, defining and 

naming themes, and writing up). Recurring patterns and salient points were summarized across 

participants for this article. Next, the qualitative data gathered during the training, that is the 

surveys and discussion boards were analyzed to identify how participants’ beliefs about culture 

teaching and learning were being shaped. A descriptive analysis, which may be defined as 

describing and summarizing data points such that patterns might emerge (Loeb et al., 2017), was 

done to understand the changes in participants’ PCK taking place. Third, the qualitative data 

from the final focus group interviews were analyzed to comprehend whether the training had 
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been effective in terms of developing teachers’ PCK. The changes in participants’ beliefs and 

understandings prior to and after the training were then summarized. Finally, the lesson plans 

were also analyzed in terms of whether concepts from the training and the CTC framework were 

applied by participants, or if there were discrepancies between what participants said and 

discussed throughout the training, and what they did in practice in the developed lesson plans. 

To answer the second research question (What do FL teachers consider to be the potential 

affordances and limitations of VR-based teaching materials for the development of critical 

transcultural competence?), surveys, discussion boards, and focus group interviews were 

transcribed and analyzed using thematic analysis to find recurring patterns in the data. Data 

reported from the one participant who was able to implement the developed lesson were also 

taken into consideration to answer the second research question. The six steps prescribed by 

Braun and Clarke (2006) were used to carry out the thematic analysis of the qualitative data and 

to better understand the potential affordances and limitations of VR-based teaching materials for 

the development of CTC, according to participants. Step 1 involved reading the data multiple 

times and taking initial notes. Next, the transcribed data were loaded into QSR International’s 

NVivo 12, a qualitative data analysis software, and codes were identified using inductive coding 

(Step 2). The third step in the data analysis process consisted of combining codes to pinpoint the 

overarching themes as related to the research question. Next, in step 4 the themes were reviewed 

and modified as needed, with the aim of developing clear and distinctive themes. The themes 

that emerged from the data included: engagement, curiosity, immersion in the environment, cost, 

time management, and technology support. Step 5 involved the examination of each theme and 

the explanation of how the themes relate to each other. For instance, how might immersion in 

VR environments impact student engagement and curiosity, according to participants? How 
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might time and technology support influence the use of VR in FL courses, according to 

participants? Finally, step 6 involved transforming the conducted analysis into writing with 

examples that relate to the research question and the identified themes, and a summary of the 

potential affordances and limitations of VR technologies for CTC noted by participants. 

Table 13 

Research Questions and Data Sets Used 

Research question  Data sets used 

1. How does online targeted training, based 

on the Critical Transcultural Competence 

framework, shape FL teachers’ beliefs about 

culture teaching and learning? 

Pre training 

1. Nationwide survey 

2. Semi-structured interviews 

During training 

3. Surveys 

4. Discussion boards 

5. Lesson plans 

6. Focus group interviews 

2. What do FL teachers consider to be the 

potential affordances and limitations of VR-

based teaching materials for the 

development of critical transcultural 

competence? 

During training 

1. Surveys 

2. Discussion boards 

3. Focus group interviews 

 

Results 

Results are presented in the same order the research questions are listed above. 
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Impact of Online Targeted Training on Beliefs about Culture Teaching and Learning 

Participants’ Beliefs about Culture Teaching and Learning prior to the Training  

To examine how the training shaped participants’ beliefs regarding the teaching of 

culture and how PCK developed, it was important to first look at participants’ views and beliefs 

of culture prior to the online targeted training. In the nationwide survey it emerged that of the 

seven participants, four (i.e., Linda, Sarah, Simon, and Susan) reported that they always integrate 

culture in their teaching, two participants do so often (i.e., Anna and Peter), while one 

participant, Mark, sometimes integrates culture in his lessons. As far as definitions of culture, 

five participants (i.e., Anna, Linda, Mark, Simon, and Susan) agreed on defining culture as a set 

of practices, beliefs, values, and attitudes of a group of people or groups of people. Although this 

view of culture moves beyond the small c and big C dichotomy, it still seems to be rooted in the 

nation-state and the idea that national boundaries are cultural boundaries. Peter defined culture as 

“elements that help identify given people” (nationwide survey, 1/20/2020), while Sarah 

explained that “Culture is the sum of each form of expression that a group creates” (nationwide 

survey, 2/9/2020). All seven participants strongly agreed with the survey statements that the 

teaching of culture is about “appreciating similarities and differences between one own’s culture 

and the target culture” and “developing and using the skills needed to solve cross-cultural 

challenges.” As far as commenting on how the foreign culture is represented in teaching 

materials, Peter, Sarah, and Simon strongly agreed, Linda agreed, and Anna, Mark, and Susan 

somewhat agreed. In the follow-up interview, Sarah reported: 

 

When I design my courses, my objective is to create students who become citizens, who 

are aware that there are people with upbringings practices, social practices, habits and 
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systems of thoughts that are different from theirs. And that is the first objective is 

awareness. Secondly is to make sure that my students can interact with those different 

systems. So, see commonalities, see differences (semi-structured interview, 3/18/2020).  

 

Peter explained that intercultural competence and critical thinking are two of the learning 

outcomes of his World Language Department; therefore, in his Italian courses the aim is “getting 

students to go past the stereotype and surface culture to deeper issues… When they [students] 

deal with other Italian people, I want them to be better educated and more deeply understanding 

of what is underneath” (semi-structured interview, 3/18/2020). Susan stated that raising student 

awareness was an important part of her language courses and she wanted students to be able to 

“interact with those different systems, see commonalities, see differences… sometimes we don’t 

get there, but at least, you know, we raise awareness” (semi-structured interview, 3/19/2020). 

Mark pointed out that culture teaching and learning involves self-reflection, including looking at 

stereotypes, personal biases, cultural differences and similarities, but “not to the point of making 

sheer comparisons because it makes cultures look as if they were fixed identities” (semi-

structured interview, 3/27/2020). Anna commented that “one of my goals [for culture teaching] 

is to just show more diverse manifestations of culture and also to treat culture as something that’s 

always changing” (semi-structured interview, 3/20/2020). Then she added that culture and 

language go hand in hand and her goal has been to show “culture as processes rather than merely 

products and also something that is contested and not always consensual.” However, she 

reported that most textbooks do not support this view of culture teaching and learning and so she 

is often looking for short films, news articles, and short stories to help students view culture 

under a different lens. One participant, Linda, first stated that “culture is behind the language 
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they [students] are learning… culture changes over time and it is made by the people that live it,” 

and then added that by studying the Italian culture students can see how their own “North 

American culture or other cultures has affected or has been affected by the Italian culture 

through an interaction between the two” (semi-structured interview, 4/9/2020). From this 

statement, it appears that her views and perspectives toward culture teaching and learning 

focused on culture as limited to the nation-state, rather than something fluid that is not limited to 

a specific geographical region, as explained in the CTC framework.  

In the semi-structured interviews, participants acknowledged that the Italian language 

textbooks they use are disappointing due to the heavy focus on grammar. For instance, Peter 

reported that in his department they try to “fix” the textbook with additional materials, and 

similarly Susan said that she has often created resources specific to her students. Mark 

highlighted that the textbook assigned by his department is a starting point, an idea of how to 

sequence topics, which gives him structure to then create his own materials. Sarah commented 

that in her experience textbook issues are also related to the fact that teaching materials are 

selected based on grammar content, and not cultural content. For this reason, she often found 

herself supplementing her lessons with other resources, especially videos. In the nationwide 

survey, Sarah explained “For Elementary Italian, I got rid of textbooks and created a completely 

customized curriculum that is tailored to out student population and informed by culture” 

(2/9/2020). Anna stated: 

 

For years, I have supplemented my textbook’s offerings with cultural activities that 

reveal more about contemporary practices and rely less on monolithic notions of Italian 

culture. However, I traditionally slip these activities into my lesson plans without calling 
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attention to the fact that I’m challenging (if not pedagogical orthodoxy) at least common 

pedagogical practice (semi-structured interview, 3/20/2020).  

 

As a matter of fact, prior to the training and learning about how to implement VR-based 

resources in their Italian courses from a CTC perspective, participants showed a dissatisfaction in 

the nationwide survey and semi-structured interviews with the materials required in their 

teaching. 

In summary, prior to the training participants reported understanding culture as 

multidimensional, recognized the importance of moving past generalizations and stereotypes, 

and explained that they already integrate such a view of culture in their own Italian courses. 

However, their view of culture seemed to be tied to specific groups of people, instead of seeing 

culture as a fluid process that also changes from individual to individual across place and time. 

From one participant’s (i.e., Linda) statement it appeared that culture was viewed as limited to 

the nation-state. The other six participants’ statements regarding their beliefs on culture teaching 

and learning also did not provide explicit understandings of culture that go beyond those of the 

nation-state. Warner and Michelson (2018) explained that “The institutional and disciplinary 

priorities of FL education which are often framed tightly by and indeed identified through 

nationalist paradigms and dominant discourses, create certain constraints for more transnational, 

multilingual, dynamic approaches” (p. 12). Thus, approaches that focus on transnationality might 

not be supported or emphasized in the current landscape of FL teacher education. In the data it 

also emerged that participants were dissatisfied with the teaching materials in use in their 

programs and they chose to integrate additional resources in their courses to teach culture, even 

though such resources might not be used from a non-essentialist, transcultural perspective. 
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Evolving Participants’ Beliefs about Culture Teaching and Learning During the Training 

The objective of the training was to shape participants’ beliefs about culture teaching and 

learning toward a CTC perspective in FL education. As participants’ PCK developed, it appeared 

that at the beginning of the training one participant still showed an understanding of culture 

limited to the nation-state. In the module 2 discussion board Simon reported: 

 

One way I try to promote a more holistic approach to studying culture is to challenge the 

myth of a one-dimensional homogeneous Italian identity by talking about regionality and 

linguistic diversity. I make it a point, for example, to call the Sicilian language a language 

and not a dialect, because I do not want to strengthen the linguistic hierarchy… I think 

this is very important since textbooks generally privilege light-skinned Italians that have 

“traditional” names such as Giovanni and Maria (discussion board, 8/11/2020).  

 

This viewpoint, however, evolved later in the training. In the module 3 discussion board, Simon 

wrote: 

 

A third potential rich point, which happened to me at one restaurant in Firenze, is that at 

the end of the meal we would walk to the cash register and verbally say what we ordered. 

There was no paper receipt. I think these rich points could inspire discussions about 

tipping expectations, living wages, the duration of meals, patience, and even trust 

(discussion board, 8/20/2020).  
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In the same module 2 discussion board, Anna admitted that her beliefs about culture 

teaching and learning do not align with her classroom practices. She explained 

 

I do not do enough scaffolding... There is a default tendency to turn every cultural lesson 

back to a kind of lazy cross-cultural comparison. In theory, I’m encouraging students to 

reflect on differences between the cultural practices in Italy and their own cultural 

practices, but too often this becomes a superficial and overly reductionist exercise 

(8/13/2020).  

 

Mark agreed with Anna’s comment, and Sarah added that as educators they do not “really expect 

our language learners to be or think like ethnographers” (8/15/2020). Similarly, Linda 

commented “thinking about what I’ve learned in this module… I doubt my students behaved as 

fieldworkers, mainly because there was a lack of rich points and thick descriptions” (discussion 

board, 8/15/2020). Some questions also arose after being introduced to the CTC framework. For 

example, Mark commented in the 3-2-1 report for module 2, “Assessing students’ understanding 

remains open and tricky, not only because it’s more complex than right or wrong, but also 

because developing critical skills is a process that may occur at different speeds depending on 

the individual student” (8/16/2020). Peter also pondered in his own individual 3-2-1 report for 

module 2 how students’ understanding can be assessed, adding that concrete practices and 

learning outcome data could help in the adaptation of VR technologies in FL courses. In the 

same report, Peter explained that: 
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I learned that, apparently, “intercultural” (as in one of my department’s three learning 

outcomes, “intercultural competence”) can be perceived as negative for the possible “us 

versus them” mentality. It’s not that way here, but I guess it might be elsewhere 

(8/15/2020).  

 

In this statement, the use of the word “apparently” might convey Peter’s disagreement with how 

“intercultural and interculturality” are conceptualized in the training as opposed to a transcultural 

approach. This participant also explained that he never thought of his teaching approaches as 

ethnographic. What he learned during the training reminded him of the “close reading” 

methodology which he already implements in his Italian courses. He explained:  

 

In 100-level courses, for instance, we’ll dedicate a couple class sessions to watch and 

discuss “La notte prima degli esami” …on students going to university… On the 

discussion day, students bring in a screenshot, and a description and analysis of the scene. 

They must reference the cultural iceberg and attempt to connect some surface detail with 

a deeper cultural issue… You come to find that this can be hard for students to “make 

meaning” and think like an “ethnographer” … I make time not only to praise the 

successful analyses, but also to critique and build up the weaker ones (module 3, 

discussion board, 8/17/2021).  

 

Likewise, Sarah stated that the concepts seen in the training reminded her of “close reading of 

different kinds of text (images, videos, literary excerpts, and so on) that I encourage and try to 

facilitate for students” (module 3, discussion board, 8/21/2021) an approach that she implements 
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in her intermediate Italian courses. In her beginner course, she explained, it is more problematic 

because:  

 

My colleagues and I insist on using exclusively the target language from day one. Often 

students lack the basic structures to express a complex and nuanced position, though I 

always try to create a more thoughtful approach from the very first chapter (module 3, 

discussion board, 8/21/2021). 

  

Susan commented that she often develops scaffolded lessons where students, after watching 

Italian movie excerpts, are tasked with discussing family dynamics, emigration, cultural 

displacement, and she termed these discussions “deep learning” which she explained are like the 

rich points found in the CTC framework (module 3, discussion board, 8/22/2021). 

To summarize, during the training three participants (i.e., Anna, Linda, and Mark) 

realized that their culture teaching beliefs do not align with their classroom practices, since they 

do not go in-depth and have students think as critically as they would like. Another participant’s 

(i.e., Simon) understanding of culture evolved from talking about regional diversity to the 

discussion of cultural practices as more individualized. Last, three participants (i.e., Peter, Sarah, 

and Susan) found similarities between the training materials and resources with other 

pedagogical practices (i.e., close reading and deep learning) they already implement in their 

Italian courses. 

Participants’ Beliefs and Practices about Culture Teaching and Learning after the Training 
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To investigate how the training impacted participants’ beliefs about culture teaching and 

learning and how their new understandings are instantiated in the design of a lesson, data were 

collected with a final survey, focus group interviews, and lesson plans. 

Final Survey and Focus Group Interviews. All participants were familiar with the 

construct of intercultural competence, as explained in the training. While the CTC framework 

along with its ethnographic component was a new concept for the participants, after completing 

the training, five participants (i.e., Anna, Peter, Sarah, Simon, and Susan) stated that the video 

lessons and the readings reinforced their own understanding of culture teaching and learning. For 

example, in the exit survey, Sarah wrote:  

 

I was glad to see that the framework proposed, and the VR based materials were in line 

with what I have always tried to apply in class. The critical transcultural competence 

framework helped me define and refine some of the concepts that I have applied while 

creating my own materials, and the VR setup opened up new ways of implementing a 

student-centered, ethnographic approach to bringing together language and culture 

learning (module 6, 9/13/2020).  

 

In the focus group interview, Sarah also re-stated that the training went along with what she had 

always thought and implemented in class, and it was “a pleasant surprise to see that other 

colleagues were thinking along the same lines” (focus group interview, 10/22/2020). Likewise, 

Anna reported:  
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The online training was excellent in giving me a more updated lexicon for talking about 

the relevance of ethnographic techniques to foreign language pedagogy… I adopted 

anthropological methods in many of my graduate courses, so I cannot say that the 

theoretical framework was new to me personally. However, I was excited to receive a 

great supplementary bibliography (module 6, exit survey, 9/9/2020).  

 

In the same vein, Simon stated that:  

 

It helped me put into words what I have been feeling and thinking ever since I started 

teaching… This training has also given me more confidence and made me feel a part of a 

community, since I have had these thoughts for a long time but never had an opportunity 

to fully express them, or have them taken seriously (module 6, exit survey, 9/8/2020). 

 

Two participants explained that the training exposed them to new concepts. Linda wrote:  

 

I now know about fluidity in culture learning and teaching, and I’m convinced that 

culture boxes in textbook and factual learning is not a useful path to help our students 

become mindful citizens of the world… All the ethnographic techniques I learned were 

new to me (module 6, exit survey, 9/10/2020).  

 

In the focus group interview, she added: 
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I’m not the only source of Italian culture that they [students] can have. I’m not the only 

authentic source. There’s also whatever they’re seeing with their own eyes. And I, I was 

really struck by the emphasis that you put on that. The dialogue between what they 

already know and what, what they bring actually culturally to the class and to the 

experience and what they experienced through the virtual reality video. And so, these 

dialogues, which I don’t think I’ve ever really highlighted, probably because I always 

rely on the books (focus group interview, 10/22/2020).  

 

Mark explained: 

 

As a learner, I am still in the process of familiarizing with ethnography as a research 

method, hence I had never thought of conceiving students as ethnographers, and I am 

grateful I am/was part of this training… While I am happy I have been able to include 

culture with greater emphasis in my courses every semester, I also reckon that not always 

I was/am able to bring cultural discussions beyond a superficial level, something I was 

somewhat already aware of. This training helped me raise my self-critical awareness 

further and to think about new ways to continue on this culture-bound trajectory more 

critically and deliberately (module 6, exit survey, 9/10/2020).  

 

In the focus group Mark also stated, “It also made me question things that I was doing before… 

This training to me is part of a broader trajectory in terms of including culture, more extensively 

and intensively in a number of ways” (focus group interview, 10/23/2020). 
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Lesson Plans Developed by Participants. At the end of the training, in module 5, each 

participant developed a lesson plan for the Italian course that they were teaching in Fall 2020. 

Although the lesson plans were meant to be put to practice in the participants’ courses, due to 

Covid-19 only one participant was able to do so. The sample lesson plan provided by the 

researcher addressed the cultural practice of drinking coffee outside the house, tasking students 

with reflecting on how individuals in the specific setting of a bar stand, sit, and interact with each 

other (link to the lesson plan: https://canvas.instructure.com/courses/3403189/pages/lesson-plan-

template-and-example?module_item_id=52917354). Similarly to the provided lesson plan 

example, five participants decided to focus on Italian food culture. Anna and Simon focused on 

Italian bakeries and coffee shops. One of Anna’s learning objectives in her lesson plan was to 

“explore the culture of the pasticceria, as part of a unit on food and shopping” (see Appendix C). 

In the lesson plan, it was not clear what ethnographic techniques as explained in the CTC 

framework students were going to use, since it was not specified, but rather she explain in her 

developed lesson plan that students were encouraged to approach the VR viewing as an “open 

learning experience in which each student identifies rich points that are relevant to their interests, 

as well as identifies a question for the class in relation to one of these points.” Simon’s lesson 

plan objectives were to reflect on social and cultural expectations when ordering coffee, observe 

how one consumes coffee (i.e., what they order and how, what they add, where they drink it, and 

how they pay) and compare tipping practices and to-go cups. His lesson plan included 

brainstorming activities where students reflected on coffee practices in the US and Italy, and 

expectations and internal monologues associated to tipping. Mark selected VR videos 

representing specialized food stores (e.g., bakery, butcher, etc.) and the student activity consisted 

of reflecting on individuals’ shopping practices and interactions. In his lesson plan, he explained:  
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I will expand on the interactions between customers and store-owners, on the reasons 

why many Italians prefer and/or only have access to these dynamics and interactions 

rather than going to the mall or a large supermarket, especially in city centers and smaller 

towns.  

 

Susan also focused on food, and her activity consisted of having student reflect on and discuss 

“preconceived notions of food and how they are supported or not based on students’ experiences 

and viewings.” One of the learning objectives of Susan’s lesson plan was “Be able to discuss 

Italian eating rituals in contrast to those of Americans (or other cultures).” The wording used in 

this learning objective emphasizes the nation-state ideology, which is opposite to principle #2 of 

the proposed CTC framework. Sarah chose to give students the ability to select one of five 

videos representing various places (i.e., coffee shop, fruit market, supermarket, two bakeries). 

Students were tasked with “Exploring Italian spaces that are typical in a city center and observe 

insiders’ interactions in such spaces, reflecting on how Italians occupy spaces of interaction in a 

city, and how the spaces themselves are constructed.” 

The remaining two participants chose to focus on the city center, although in different 

ways. Linda’s lesson plan focused on the streets of an Italian city while on a Vespa, during the 

day and at nighttime. The activity asked students to reflect on the similarities and differences 

between the city where the VR videos were recorded and the city where the students’ university 

is located, and the mode of transportation. Finally, Peter’s lesson plan involved the Italian 

university setting, as described in more details in the section below. 
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To summarize, five participants, Anna, Peter, Sarah, Simon, and Susan, felt that the 

training confirmed what they believed about culture teaching and learning, while also explaining 

that it gave them a sense of “community;” the other two participants, Linda and Mark, instead, 

stated that they learned new concepts, such as ethnographic methods and seeing culture as a fluid 

construct. When looking at the lesson plans, five participants (i.e., Anna, Mark, Simon, Sarah, 

and Susan) chose to focus on the theme of food. The lesson plan developed by Anna in particular 

seemed to lack depth in terms of her learning objectives. Susan’s learning objectives seemed to 

emphasize the nation-state ideology, as opposed to seeing culture as a fluid construct not limited 

to national borders. In Mark’s lesson plan, students’ tasks were very similar to the example 

provided by the researcher, which could indicate that he was not sure about how to implement 

the new concepts in his own lesson, and thus chose to follow the provided model. 

Potential Affordances and Limitations of VR for the Development of CTC 

All seven participants had heard about VR before, however only three of them had 

experience with this technology in the educational setting. The training gave participants the 

opportunity to learn about VR and how to implement it in language courses to help students 

develop CTC. The surveys, online discussion boards, and focus group interviews revealed 

important insights on participants’ views on the impact VR-based teaching materials might have 

on students, as well as the potential affordances and limitations. 

According to Simon, students will be able to develop a deeper understanding of culture 

thanks to the VR format and its learner-centered aspect, as opposed to traditional approaches 

where “the instructor has complete control over context, all that while impeding thick 

descriptions or intelligent discussions... It also encourages and rewards curiosity in a way that I 

have not seen before” (module 4, discussion board, 8/24/2020). This statement ties to the fourth 
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and fifth principles of the CTC framework, namely viewing culture as a critical reflective 

process and the FL learner as ethnographer, who takes ownership of their own learning, and 

through immersion becomes present in culturally-relevant contexts. In the same way, Peter said, 

“The thing I like about immersive environments, is that they really put students in the driver’s 

seat, by giving them the chance to interact actively and engage with other spaces” (module 4, 

discussion board, 8/23/2020). Regarding CTC, he added, “I believe with this active engagement, 

immersion, and sense of presence, students have a chance to forget where they actually are... and 

in that suspension of their actual reality, I believe that students have an inherent desire to ask 

question about what they see or think they see” (module 4, discussion board, 8/24/2020). The 

second principle of the CTC framework highlights an approach to culture that is fluid and 

grounded in the local and the particular, and Simon’s statement ties to this principle since 

through the 360-degree VR resources students’ questions and understandings of culture become 

individualized, variable, and fluid. Based on the CTC framework, through their questions, 

students participate in meaning making-processes (principle 3 of the framework) and become 

aware that there is not one exclusive way of being and experiencing the world, but rather there 

are cultural variables depending on one’s context, background, and experiences. Mark 

commented that the immersive nature of VR seemed particularly suitable to help students 

develop CTC by engaging them in a more personalized way, “Through fostering such curiosity, 

students may become increasingly invested in cultural discussions and help bringing classroom 

discourse beyond superficial accounts of culture” (module 4, discussion board, 8/24/2020). Anna 

added, “It could lead the viewer to “take charge” of their learning process, connecting it with 

their other spheres of knowledge and interest, allowing them to pose their own questions about 

cultural experiences and discover their own rich points” (module 4, discussion board, 
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8/24/2020). Again, these statements tie to the fifth principle of the framework, which emphasizes 

students as ethnographers, moving from passive receivers to active participants emotionally 

involved in the learning process. In Linda’s opinion, VR-based teaching materials can contribute 

to students’ CTC by allowing them to experience everyday spaces and the unpredictability of 

real life. She explained:  

 

Something I always think is that the classroom environment hardly replicates the 

unexpectedness of life, even in group conversations or advanced courses, all students 

speak following a prompt, everybody is “on queue” … but by using VR, you put students 

in front of spoken words and lived spaced that they cannot predict… With the 

intervention of the teacher in class and through homework, students can then reflect on 

what they saw… The activity after the VR experience also seems crucial to me, since that 

can be the reflective moment for students, their opportunity to create rich descriptions 

and build connections (module 4, discussion board, 8/25/2020). 

 

Susan also agreed with the other participants’ comments by stating that VR-based teaching 

materials have a certain depth, both in their nature and in what they can inspire in students, that 

encourages deeper (thick) connections and an understanding of culture that is less mediated and 

less factual. “Students will observe people and places in these videos, take notes, and ask 

questions that are more involved (such as “why is this happening?” as opposed to “how many 

fountains do you see in that square”?)” (module 4, discussion board, 8/25/2020). She also added 

that the proposed framework helped her define and refine some of the concepts that she has 

previously applied while creating her own materials, and the VR setup opened new ways of 
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implementing a student-centered, ethnographic approach to bringing together language and 

culture.  

 In addition to participants’ perspectives of how VR-based teaching materials may impact 

students’ critical transcultural competence, some concerns and limitations emerged in relation to 

implementing a new technology. Susan was concerned with those students who might not be 

ready to jump into a more active learner’s role and would need some more help when faced with 

the freedom to choose where to look and what to focus on. She also voiced the limitation of the 

360 recordings which usually show the point of view of the person filming. Anna questioned 

how VR resources will enable students’ deep learning, “when often VR activities just seem like 

kind of superficial add-ons… Kind of fun, sometimes dazzling, more often clunky, often without 

sufficient scaffolding” (module 2, 3-2-1 report, 8/11/2020). She also explained that it should be 

considered how VR-enhanced cultural learning would co-exist with other modalities. Susan 

brought up a similar question, one that comes up often in language teaching due to the dense 

curriculum, “How to balance the time required for such a lesson to be implemented, allowing for 

ample discussion and follow-up?” (module 3, 3-2-1 report, 8/16/2020). Peter also wondered 

about the extent to which the teacher should provide guidance before, during, and after students 

interact with VR materials. The amount of time needed to set up the technology was also a 

concern, when, as participants explained, time is often limited in FL courses. 

 In summary, participants highlighted that VR materials enable students to gain an 

understanding of culture that is more variable, individualized (principle 2), and constructed 

within and across individuals (principle 3). Culture becomes a reflective process (principle 4) 

where FL learners become “fieldworkers” and focus on what is most interesting to them in the 

virtual environments (principle 5). Additionally, affordances of VR recognized by participants 
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include students’ active engagement, being in charge of their own learning process, fostering 

curiosity, and the potential of experiencing scenarios that are currently not available with 

traditional learning materials. On the other hand, the noted limitations include the potential lack 

of technical skills both of educators and students, students’ uncertainty when having the freedom 

to choose what to focus on, and understanding how to effectively utilize VR with other teaching 

resources. The first limitation could be overcome with trainings for students and teachers. The 

second limitation could be addressed by exposing students to the CTC principles prior to using 

the VR resources. Finally, the third limitation will require extensive planning efforts to 

reconceptualize the FL curriculum based on the CTC framework and VR teaching resources. 

Implementation of the VR Lesson Plan in a Beginner Italian Face-to-face Course 

 As previously explained, due to Covid-19 restrictions only one participant, Peter, was 

able to implement the developed lesson plan in his face-to-face Italian course. Ten students were 

enrolled in the beginner-level course and 12 Google Cardboard viewers were sent to the Italian 

instructor. The lesson plan involved the exploration and analysis of an Italian university setting 

and an Italian street. In the two environments people’s interactions were not staged as we might 

find in textbook resources. Rather, the 360 VR videos were simply recorded by placing the 

camera in the environments. In the focus-group interview following the training, Peter explained 

that prior to the VR experience students were introduced to the concept of rich points and 

ethnographic techniques as explained in the CTC framework. The 50-minute lesson plan (see 

Appendix C for complete lesson plans) was developed by the Peter as follows: 

Learning objectives 

Students will observe the architecture of a typical Italian “campus.”  

Students will reflect on the synchronous, organic growth of cities and campuses. 
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Students will then apply the observation and reflection principles from the campus example to 

make observations about architecture elsewhere in the city. 

Lesson preparation 

The day before the lesson, students will be notified in class to download the YouTube app on 

their phones, bring their headphones and their fully-charged phone. Students will be reminded 

about this via the LMS.  

Assessment of learning 

Students will hold group discussions in class and fill out a survey about the experience.  

Procedure 

1. 10 minutes: Students will look at Google images of Italian Universities and compare and 

contrast the notion of an Italian “campus” with an American campus. 

2. 10 minutes: With the schemata activated for comparison and contrast, students will then 

enter the Università di Bergamo VR video. I will ask them to imagine that our own class 

took place inside the building and was about to release. I will invite them to imagine what 

might happen in the central outdoor space. Individuals will make a list of observations, 

comparisons, and contrasts. 

3. 10 minutes: Working within their small groups, students discuss their rich points and 

what they viewed. Students write on one single sheet of paper four rich points for their 

group, explanations, differences in expectations, connections, etc. This discussion is 

conducted in English. 

4. 10 minutes: The teacher invites each group to share one rich point and their reflections. 

Students are invited to discuss with each other. The teacher explains the difference 

between pasticceria and bar, if students have not caught the difference yet. Finally, the 
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teacher explains that this ethnographic lens can be used in any situation where cultural 

differences and similarities arise. This discussion is conducted in English. 

a. The students will be invited to reflect on surface versus deep culture and the 

cultural iceberg paradigm. 

5. 10 minutes: Students may then choose another video that shows the city and internal or 

external architecture and design elements. They will be invited to compare and contrast 

with their own towns. Then, I will ask that they indicate a rich point and hypothesize 

what the surface observation might reflect about deeper cultural categories.  

6. Students will turn in for homework responses to a survey about the experience and their 

perception about the VR medium; its use for teaching and learning culture; and to what 

extent they feel the activity helped achieve the learning outcomes.  

 

In the focus group discussion that took place after the lesson plan implementation and training 

completion, Peter explained that his students worked in pairs and had fun using VR, “they were 

in their rolling chairs, just like all over the classroom, trying to see these places” (focus group 

interview, 9/22/2020). He added that the VR-based resources gave students the chance to see the 

surface culture elements, to then talk about deeper cultural aspects in English. This statement ties 

to the fourth principle of the CTC framework, which emphasize a critical thinking approach 

aimed at helping students become more skeptical and reflective. Peter stated: 

 

I like the idea of VR as a medium, you know, because we have books, we have online 

books, we have audio… comparatively speaking VR for them [students] was more 

immersive, more effective… It gave them a chance to be someplace else and to ask 
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questions [i.e., why large cars are not common in Italy, the reasons for a Roman statue in 

the city] they would not have asked without the VR (focus group interview, 9/22/2020).  

 

During this conversation, Linda commented “This shows me that I really need to do this in class 

because students notice things that I don’t even think about. I wouldn’t even think about talking 

about how Romans built our cities centuries ago” (focus group interview, 9/22/2020). Peter 

found that through the initial scaffolding and the VR exploration students developed a new type 

of curiosity that he had not seen before, a new way of constructing meaning through meaningful 

discussions (principle 3). Some students expressed concerns about the lack of specific objectives 

when exploring the environments. Although Peter introduced new vocabulary in the lesson, the 

culture discussion was carried out in English, and some students voiced their opinion about 

“wanting a narrative, wanting tasks, they asked for this, I think they would have liked to have 

had tasks associated with grammar or vocabulary” (focus group interview, 9/22/2020). In terms 

of the development of CTC, Peter explained that the VR technology serves as an innovative 

vehicle for culture teaching and learning, however in the end the development of students’ 

critical mind is dependent on the instructor’s support and scaffolding process. The VR 

experience, he commented, was extremely accessible, especially since he had one student 

connecting remotely and using Google Cardboard at home, and that is a step forward in the 

experimentation and adoption of new technologies in FL education. 

 In summary, regarding the CTC framework, the VR lesson plans seems to support 

students’ reflective processes (principle 4) and looking at culture as a process of meaning 

construction (principle 3) although instructional scaffolding will be fundamental to promote 

CTC. The VR lesson plan implementation also seemed to be successful in terms of students’ 
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engagement, feeling immersed in a new environment, and observing elements that would not be 

noticed otherwise. Peter was also struck by how easy it was to involve a student who was 

attending the lesson remotely, since the Google Cardboard was shipped to the student, and he 

could experience the VR environments from his own location. 

Discussion and Implications 

 Several trends emerged from the data: 1) prior to the training, the seven participants 

understood culture as multifaceted and recognized the inadequacy of language textbooks for the 

teaching of culture; after the training five participants found that the training confirmed their 

understandings about culture teaching and learning, while two participants (i.e., Mark and Linda) 

learned new concepts and felt that their understanding of culture teaching and learning had 

changed; 2) although it seemed that participants understood concepts of the CTC framework, one 

of the lesson plans appeared to be similar to the proposed example, a second one did not go in 

depth in terms of learning objectives and what students were tasked with, and a third one still 

seemed to emphasize a nation-state ideology; 3) the VR-based teaching resources were appealing 

to participants, but each one of them outlined several limitations which they saw with this 

technology. Following, the findings are discussed. 

Changes in Participants’ Beliefs and Understanding of Culture Teaching and Learning 

after the Training 

 The online targeted training presented participants with a novel framework for the 

teaching and learning of culture in the FL classroom. Although it was a new framework, five 

participants (i.e., Anna, Peter, Sarah, Simon, and Susan) believed to be already implementing 

some ethnographic techniques, such as identifying rich points and engaging in critical 

discussions, and other concepts (e.g., culture as a critical reflective process and moving beyond 
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the binarism of us versus them) from the CTC framework in their courses, while two participants 

(i.e., Linda and Mark) were new to such approach. The use of the adjectives “fluid and liquid” 

culture were noted and found helpful by participants who explained that such terms represent 

well the idea of culture as something that changes from person to person, in time and space. In 

this sense, even though research suggests that the development of PCK takes time (Herring et al., 

2016), it seemed that two participants’ (i.e., Linda and Mark) content knowledge partially 

developed as they took part in the training, since they gained a new understanding of culture 

teaching and learning, from a fluid and ethnographic perspective. For the remaining five 

participants, that is Anna, Peter, Sarah, Simon and Susan, the training strengthened and validated 

their already existing understandings and beliefs regarding culture teaching and learning.  

As described in the results, participants found that the CTC framework concretely 

described what they desire to apply or already apply in their own courses and the training itself 

gave them a sense of “community” and “safe space” where they could bounce ideas off each 

other and freely express their opinions. Perhaps, in the domain of teacher professional 

development more needs to be done to bring together educators who wish to learn about new 

pedagogical strategies and share their ideas and challenges. Sociocultural and socially-situated 

perspectives support the idea that teacher learning unfolds through participation in social 

practices (Diaz, 2013; Johnson & Freeman, 2001) and this should be encouraged among novice 

and experienced FL educators. Choi and Sazawa (2016) explain that professional learning 

communities “can benefit the university and students as a whole, and that more collegial support 

should be encouraged ultimately not only within departments but also across fields and among 

institutions” (p. 78). 
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 While participants appreciated the training and explanation of the CTC framework, the 

question of assessment was often raised in the discussions and in the 3-2-1 reports. Assessing 

students for CTC might prove challenging in current FL teaching contexts where students are 

given exams where there is either a correct or an incorrect answer. Teaching for CTC means that 

there is not necessarily a right or wrong answer, but rather students’ perspectives and efforts in 

developing thick descriptions from rich points are evaluated. The framework focuses on high-

level critical reflections that shift students’ positioning from consumers of knowledge to critical 

thinkers and interpreters. The use of innovative materials with proper teacher training could help 

this shift going forward in the teaching and learning of culture. Prior to the training, participants 

understood culture as multifaceted, but their understandings seemed to be tied to the nation-state 

ideology of culture. The second principle in the framework helped participants understand 

culture as a fluid, changing construct. Professional development programs for FL language 

teachers, as well as FL departments, should foster discussions and promote intentional thinking 

about what types of ideologies are being promoted in the FL classroom. What are the 

implications of adopting a nation-state approach in instructional context? Will it help students 

move beyond stereotypes and categorizations and thrive in a multicultural world? Deliberately 

addressing these approaches and ideologies with FL educators will then facilitate changes in the 

language classroom. 

Participants’ Lesson Plans in Relation to the CTC Framework 

 Although it appeared that participants understood concepts of the CTC framework and 

found the training valuable, when looking at the lesson plans it can be argued that two of them 

(i.e., Anna and Susan) did not apply certain concepts (i.e., transcultural competence, critical and 

reflective processes) thus showing a disconnect between their beliefs and statements in the 
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discussion boards and interviews, and their classroom practices. First, Anna’s lesson plan did not 

address in depth the learning objectives as well as what students were going to be doing (see 

Appendix C). The skills of being critical and reflective are central to the framework and these 

did not materialize in the learning objectives and activities of the proposed lesson plan. A critical 

and reflective activity for students, for example, would include the discussion of personal 

expectations, experiences, ideologies, stereotypes beyond simply discussing what baked goods 

they would buy in a pastry shop, as described in Anna’s lesson plan. On the other hand, Susan’s 

lesson plan did not align with her discourses since she proposed a comparison of the American 

culture and the Italian culture. Mark chose to almost “replicate” the lesson plan example in his 

own lesson plan by proposing similar activities. Perhaps this participant found it difficult to 

create his own activity for his group of students, and thus additional lesson plan examples would 

have been valuable for the participants. An in-depth discussion about learning objectives and 

activities could have also proved useful. Sarah and Peter’s lesson plans partially focused on the 

architecture and layout of the city. Such a topic can be addressed from a CTC perspective if, for 

instance, the focus is on how one makes use of various spaces in a city. Nonetheless, it might 

prove difficult since the framework focuses more on the “individual” and the fluidity of culture 

(Berti, forthcoming), rather than the Big C and little C (Herron et al., 1999). When analyzing 

urban architecture, from a CTC perspective, the educator might explore issues of diversity, 

innovation, economy, and related implications to the individual(s). It is possible that participants 

chose to include these topics in their lesson plans because they had to connect the textbook in use 

to the developed lesson. Perhaps, departing from how culture is addressed in the textbook and 

proposing a thoroughly different culture-based lesson proved significantly difficult for 

participants, even though it did not appear so in their discourses within the training. From this 
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point of view, it seems as educators’ pedagogical knowledge did not develop as hoped. This 

could be due to the fact that the training lasted eight weeks, when instead more time is necessary 

to foster and put into practice a deeper understanding of the CTC framework and its principles. 

According to Shulman (1986), pedagogical knowledge consists of theories and principles of 

teaching and learning, and knowledge of learners. The teaching approach, that is the learning 

outcomes, steps, and strategies outlined in some of lesson plans did not suggest an approach that 

would assist students in understanding and developing CTC. Examples can be seen in Susan’s 

nation-state ideology and Anna’s limited learning objectives and activities. For these reasons, 

more scaffolding in terms of pedagogy and classroom practices associated with the CTC 

framework was needed in the training. 

Potential Affordances and Limitation of VR-based Resources for CTC 

 The participants of this study reported that through VR-based teaching materials students 

can choose what to focus on and observe and analyze rich points based on their preferences, 

perspectives, and backgrounds. This was considered one of the major strengths of this 

technology for culture teaching and learning. The student-centered aspect of VR allows low 

teacher talking time, while creating opportunities for students to discuss and interact, which if 

done intentionally can contribute to students’ CTC. Nevertheless, this cannot be accomplished 

without proper scaffolding and support. Preparing educators to use VR materials not only from a 

technical, but also from a CTC perspective is of central importance. Although the training 

prepared participants to implement VR-based teaching materials and lesson plans in their Italian 

courses, it turned out not to be feasible due to Covid-19 restrictions. The one participant, Peter, 

who was able to utilize his lesson plan generally received positive feedback from his students, 

but also reported that one session is not enough to develop students’ CTC. Rather, the integration 
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of such technology throughout the semester could prove useful to help students develop a critical 

perspective. For this to happen, however, FL departments would need to support the integration 

of these novel teaching resources into their curriculum. 

According to participants and as supported by research (e.g., Berti, Maranzana, & 

Monzingo, 2020; Lin & Lan, 2015; Priego & Liaw, 2021), VR also present high engagement 

potential which in turn might contribute to students’ CTC, if students are actively and critically 

engaged in the learning activity. Participants pointed out that proper scaffolding and the right 

kind of investment on the part of the teacher is needed to make learning meaningful. In fact, VR 

is a medium, a resource which if used improperly would not contribute to students’ critical 

thinking abilities. For example, having students explore virtual environments and then simply 

reporting to the teacher what they have seen likely would not help students develop CTC. Thus, 

training FL educators prior to VR use and scaffolding students during the learning process are 

two important things that need to be done to work toward CTC. 

 Although VR seems promising for FL education, there are many important factors to be 

considered. First, the use of such resources should align with the curriculum, however this could 

be viewed as a constraint. In this training, participants were free to choose a topic from their 

course, and then they created a VR-based lesson plan that aligned with such topic, which was not 

always ideal for the development of CTC. For example, if the selected topic as represented in the 

textbook supports a static and essentialist view of culture, it might have been difficult for 

participants to move beyond such approach. Second, a question that often came up in the training 

regarded the time and resources needed to consistently implement this technology. These, along 

with rules imposed by FL departments, could impede the use VR in the classroom. 

Limitations 
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 This research presents a number of limitations. First, the questions in the semi-structured 

interviews, focus group interviews, online surveys, and discussion boards, required participants 

to self-report data about their culture learning beliefs and culture teaching practices. Wallace 

(1998) reminds us that while surveys and interviews are frequently used instruments in research 

studies, “the only data we have is what the respondents choose to tell us” (p. 124) and suggests 

that researchers have to “be sensitive and realistic about evaluating data presented through those 

techniques” (p. 127). It is the case for this study wherein respondents might have shared 

information that is not accurate just for the sake of telling the researcher what they believed to be 

the “correct” answer regarding beliefs and practices. This study consisted of a six-module online 

training and the development of one lesson plan. Research on teacher learning suggests that 

professional development activities should be “sustainable (i.e., are not one‐off activities but 

rather coherent and long‐term)” (Paesani, 2020, p. 294), however although the training was 

eight-week long, participants could have developed more than one lesson plan, compared their 

work with one other, and received feedback from the researcher. Assessment was not addressed 

in the training, and this is a limitation of this research since it is considered an important part of 

education. Following, the data analysis was based on the researcher’s interpretation which might 

weakened the findings of this study. Having another researcher analyze and code the data could 

have improved reliability. Another important limitation concerns Covid-19 restrictions which 

prevented all participants except one to implement their developed lesson plans in their face-to-

face Italian courses. This unforeseeable circumstance weakened this research since one of the 

objectives was to examine how the use of VR-based resources would concretely impact students’ 

CTC. Finally, classroom observations and student data would have been useful to obtain a more 
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complete picture of how the CTC framework and the VR resources might have impacted the 

teaching and learning of culture. 

Conclusions and Future Research 

In the domain of teacher professional development, some have claimed that 

methodologies and teaching approaches have been neglected in the research agenda and more 

needs to be accomplished (Evans, 2002; Sercu, 2005). This mixed-methods case study 

investigated how an online teacher training impacted FL educators’ beliefs in the teaching of 

culture, and the potential affordances and limitations of VR technology according to educators. 

The training was perceived positively by the participants who already seemed to understand 

culture as a multifaced construct. Additionally, five participants stated that they already 

implemented concepts of the proposed CTC framework in their teaching practices. Nevertheless, 

such statements did not fully materialize in the lesson plans that they developed as the 

culminating output of the training, thus showing a discrepancy between what educators reported 

and what they actually do. 

When possible, future research should explore how a purposeful implementation of VR-

based lesson plans in FL courses impacts students’ understanding of culture. Rather than being 

one single VR implementation episode, such cutting-edge technology along with the CTC 

framework should be implemented at least over one semester to observe the change that it might 

produce in FL learners. In this study several affordances of VR were noted by participants, thus 

additional teacher learning opportunities should be offered to explore in a collaborative 

environment thoughts and ideas regarding the use and potential of this technology in FL 

education. Classroom observations and student data are also fundamental to obtain a better 

picture of the benefits and limitations of VR technologies for the FL classroom. Nevertheless, the 
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first step is to prepare FL educators for a different type of culture teaching, which can be time 

consuming and costly especially at the beginning, and thus departmental support will be 

fundamental to initiate such change. 
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CONCLUSION 

Summary of Findings 

The important role of culture in the FL classroom has been recognized by scholars (e.g., 

Godwin-Jones, 2013; Kramsch, 2013; Risager, 2015) who advocate for pedagogical approaches 

that move beyond static and modernist conceptualizations of culture, construed in terms of 

national traditions. This three-article dissertation offers insight into a novel framework developed 

in response to the lack of theoretical models that provide clear pedagogical guidelines to support 

FL educators and FL learners in moving away from modernist culture teaching and learning 

approaches. While the first article and the third article, respectively a large-scale study and a 

small case study, involved FL educators in not only better understanding the utilized materials, 

beliefs and views of culture teaching and learning but also exploring whether their discourses 

reflect their teaching practices, the second article is a theoretical piece which illustrates the CTC 

framework and provides an explanation of how it can be applied to VR teaching resources to 

help students engage with culture in an innovative and critical way, rather than simply 

memorizing information about culture. 

Article One 

 Previous research investigating whether FL teachers’ views on culture teaching and 

learning align with their classroom practices found a mismatch between the two, indicating that 

educators believe in the importance of addressing culture from a critical, non-factual, 

perspective, but yet they do not put such beliefs to practice (Asay et al., 2019; Sercu, 2006). This 

article corroborates such findings. In the nationwide survey and follow-up interviews participants 

reported devoting only about one third of class time to culture and admitted staying away from 

cultural topics and aspects toward which they feel negatively disposed, thus missing on 



146 
 

opportunities which could initiate critical discussions among students and between students and 

their teacher. 

 The findings of this study also suggest that current pedagogical materials are not 

conducive to the teaching of culture from a critical perspective and cannot foster the kinds of 

learning within FL students that would also be useful outside of the classroom walls. Participants 

explained that they choose to supplement their FL textbook with other materials such as digital 

media, software, and internet sites. Although the added resources might initiate some kind of 

critical discourses, they are still fairly traditional. In other words, digital media as 2-D videos, 

images, PowerPoints, etc., have been used in the FL classroom for a long time, while cutting-

edge technologies as VR and AR still remain largely ignored. Experimentations with emerging 

tools can lead to new understandings of how culture can be taught and learned through 

immersion and innovative pedagogy. Virtual environments as those experienced in VR enable 

FL learners to gain experience comparable to what they would encounter if they went abroad 

(Shih, 2015), and through observation, interaction, and immersion students’ understanding of 

cultures could be enhanced and improved. 

 Collegiate institutions and FL departments should foster a culture of innovation and 

collaboration, where FL teachers are encouraged to discuss their beliefs and pedagogical 

perspectives, and where they are also allowed to experiment with new technologies. Overall, the 

findings of this study suggest that the current structure of FL programs and courses and the 

adopted materials do not foster forms of innovations that could initiate meaningful culture 

discussions and understandings through novel technologies. 

Article Two 
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 This theoretical piece put forth the CTC framework, a novel approach for the teaching of 

culture within the landscape of FL education. Based on the integration of four core 

conceptualizations of culture and ethnographic techniques and theory, the framework aimed at 

addressing the gap found in current culture-related and intercultural competence models and 

approaches which lack clear explanations on how to concretely foster critical thinking skills in 

the classroom context. An example was also provided to offer a concrete illustration of how the 

framework and VR resources might be paired together to provide students with new and 

immersive learning experiences. 

 The principles proposed in the framework present implications for basic language 

courses. For example, teaching culture from the beginning and integrating it into language skills 

might prove challenging especially for inexperienced educators. Additionally, current 

pedagogical resources (i.e., textbooks) do not foster such integration since cultural sections are 

often found at the end of chapters, or in framed boxes, as mono-cultural information (De 

Vincenti, 2017). Conducting critical, in-depth discussion could also be problematic in some FL 

departments if educators are encouraged to strictly use the target language in the classroom. In 

beginner courses it is unlikely that students would have the linguistic skills that would enable 

them to critically discuss culture-related issues, and thus they would need to use their first 

language. The framework also supports the use of innovative technology tools such as VR. This 

technology might not be available to every student, and for this reason it is important to consider 

what other digital resources could be used to promote CTC among students. Training is also a 

fundamental piece that should not be overlooked. To enable educators in the implementation of 

the CTC framework in their courses, effective learning and professional development 

opportunities should be provided. 
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 The goal of this theoretical piece was to provide novel, easy-to-understand, guidelines for 

the teaching and learning of culture in the FL classroom. In doing so, it is hoped that FL 

educators may be trained to teach culture from a critical and transcultural perspective, rather than 

static knowledge which does not serve students’ needs in today’s globalized world. 

Article Three 

 The third article involved an online eight-week, six-module, training of seven collegiate 

teachers of Italian. Participants learned about the CTC framework as described in article two as 

well as VR technologies. Following, participants applied what they learned to a lesson plan for 

the Italian language course they were teaching at the time of the training. Due to Covid-19 

circumstances, only one participant was able to put the lesson plan to practice. 

The findings of this study revealed that although FL educators were already aware of how 

to teach from a non-essentialist, postmodernist perspective, or understood the concepts and 

guidelines of the CTC framework as described in the online training and shown in their 

discourses, when looking at the concrete application of what they learned in their lesson plans, 

there was a mismatch between what they believed and what they did. Thus, only two participants 

showed a partial development of PCK. The main implication of this study is that a central issue 

exists regarding FL educators’ discourses and their concrete practices. For what reasons do 

educators’ beliefs not align with their practices? Is it an issue of the policies they must follow, as 

decided by their language departments? Or is it perhaps contextual conditions such as the 

textbook, class size and time, and prescribed curricula? Phipps (2009) argued that one of the 

reasons for the mismatch between beliefs and practices is due to teaching routines and habits 

which are difficult to change. These questions should be considered in future research, which 
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should include the observation of FL teachers’ classroom practices and in-depth interviews to 

better understand the reasons behind the discrepancies found between beliefs and practices. 

The VR technology was positively viewed by participants who explained that, in their 

view, virtual environments might support the development of a deeper understanding of culture 

due to its learner-centered and immersive aspects, as opposed to traditional materials. 

Nevertheless, it could prove difficult to align VR teaching resources with the current curricula, 

especially if educators are not supported by their FL departments. The technology itself could 

also be challenging to use both for educators and students, and thus proper training and 

preparation will be necessary. 

Limitations and Future Research 

 The three studies of this dissertation yielded important insights concerning the teaching 

and learning of culture in the landscape of FL education, although they had some limitations. In 

the first study, the nationwide survey only included participants who were collegiate FL 

educators based in the US context. Of those who completed the survey, two thirds were teachers 

of Spanish and French, and more than 77% were teachers of romance languages. Lecturers 

(20.81%) also represented the majority of respondents, closely followed by assistant professors 

(17.70%), and graduate students (16.75%). The follow-up semi-structured interviews solely 

included teachers of Italian, since such group of educators was selected for the interviews and the 

following mixed-methods case study. For these reasons, the generalization of the findings might 

be limited. Additionally, participants’ data were self-reported and thus it is possible that some 

responses did not reflect actual FL teachers’ beliefs and practices. Article two also presents a 

significant limitation: the framework did not address the question of assessment, which is an 

important component of higher education courses. Without assessment guidelines, teachers may 
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choose not to use the framework, or they might use a type of assessment that does not align with 

the CTC principles.  The third and last article is also limited in terms of generalizability since it 

was a case study. Several participants’ discourses in the online training were not reflected in their 

practices in the developed lesson plans, which might signify that the training needs to be further 

extended, and also participants’ reasons for such a mismatch need to be further investigated. 

Here it is also important to note that the researcher did not participate in the online discussion 

boards, and did not discuss the developed lesson plans with participants; these data could have 

provided a better understanding of how the training impacted FL teachers’ beliefs regarding 

culture teaching and learning.  

 Future research should first explore how the CTC framework can concretely contribute to 

students’ critical skills and transcultural understandings by developing and implementing a 

semester-long curriculum based on the framework. The curriculum would need to be carefully 

drafted so that FL educators can effectively put to practice the guidelines and recommendations 

of the framework. Classroom observations, collection of artifacts, and student interviews would 

also be critical to better comprehend the impact of the framework. Next, to comprehend the 

value that VR might bring to FL education a long-term implementation is also needed. VR 

technologies would not need to be used each day, but a planned and purposeful implementation, 

beyond an occasional use, is necessary. All things considered, support from stakeholders paired 

with effective teacher learning opportunities will be the central piece to initiate change, to 

improve the teaching and learning of culture, and to implement innovative pedagogical resources 

for the benefit of FL education. 
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APPENDIX A 

Nationwide Survey 

What is your title at the US university where you currently teach? 

• Graduate teaching assistant/associate 

• Adjunct instructor/professor  

• Lecturer 

• Assistant Professor 

• Other: 

What language(s) do you currently teach? 

What is the mode of instruction in the language course(s) you currently teach? 

• Face-to-face 

• Online  

• Hybrid  

• Other: 

What is the level of the course(s) you currently teach? 

• Beginner  

• Intermediate 

• Other: 

What is the name of the textbook(s) you currently use in the course(s) you teach? 

Which of the following statements best reflects the place of culture in your teaching practices? 

• I always integrate culture in my lessons 

• I often integrate culture in my lessons 

• I sometimes integrate culture in my lessons 
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• I rarely integrate culture in my lessons  

• I do not teach culture 

• Other  

In percentage, in the classroom how much do you devote to culture... 

• On a weekly basis? 

• On a unit basis? 

• On an overall course basis? 

In your own words, how do you define culture? 

In my opinion, the teaching and learning culture is about... 

 

Strongly 

disagree 

Disagree 

Somewhat 

disagree 

Somewhat 

agree 

Agree 

Strongly 

agree 

Reflecting on one's 

own culture through 

the study of the target 

culture 

      

Recognizing the role 

one's own cultural 

values play in shaping 

attitudes toward other 

cultures 

      

Appreciating 

similarities and 

      



153 
 

differences between 

one own's culture and 

the target culture 

Adopting alternative 

views of seeing and 

living in the world  

      

Developing and using 

the skills needed to 

solve cross-cultural 

challenges  

      

Other: 

As a language teacher, over one semester... 

 

Strongly 

disagree 

Disagree 

Somewhat 

disagree 

Somewhat 

agree 

Agree 

Strongly 

agree 

I tell my students 

what I heard, and/or 

read, about the 

foreign country or 

culture  

      

I comment on how 

the foreign culture is 
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represented in 

teaching materials 

I talk with my 

students about 

stereotypes regarding 

particular cultures or 

regarding inhabitants 

of particular countries 

      

I touch upon an 

aspect of the foreign 

culture toward which 

I feel negatively 

disposed 

      

I bring pedagogical 

materials in addition 

to the textbook for 

culture teaching  

      

Other: 

Regarding the teaching and learning of culture, I hope my students will... 

 

Stron

gly 

Disagree 

Somewhat 

disagree 

Somewhat 

agree 

Agree 

Strongly 

agree 
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disag

ree 

Reflect on their own 

culture through the 

study of the target 

culture 

      

Recognize the role 

their own cultural 

values play in 

shaping attitudes 

toward other cultures 

      

Appreciate 

similarities and 

differences between 

their own culture and 

the target culture  

      

Adopt alternative 

views of seeing and 

living in the world 

      

Develop and use the 

skills needed to solve 
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cross-cultural 

challenges 

Other: 

Over a semester... 

 

Strongly 

disagree 

Disagree 

Somewhat 

disagree 

Somewhat 

agree 

Agree 

Strongly 

agree 

I supplement 

textbook cultural 

information with 

additional 

pedagogical 

materials 

      

I engage students in 

using technology for 

cultural learning 

      

I feel that my 

teaching materials 

are conducive to 

teaching and learning 

culture 

      

 

What materials do you use to supplement textbook cultural information? 
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Give one activity example using the materials: 

What technologies do you use in the classroom for the teaching of culture? 

Give one activity example using technology: 

Looking at these definitions, with which one do you align the most? Order from (1), the 

definition with which you align the most, to (4), the definition with which you align the least. 

______ Culture learning can be viewed in terms of a “third place,” a unique space occupied by 

language learners somewhere between their familiar cultures and the target cultures. Culture 

learning happens when teachers and students are engaged in creating a culture of a “third kind” 

through dialogues. 

______ The teaching of culture should break with the traditional view of language as part of 

closed national borders. Rather, culture and culture teaching are characterized by transnational 

flows of people, commodities, and ideas part of today’s complex world. 

______ Culture refers to the idea that knowledge, society, and subjectivity are dynamic and 

contextual phenomena realized in dialogues between people with different perspectives. Culture 

learning occurs when teachers and students construct their culture and reality through 

interactions. 

______ The teaching of culture prepares students for interactions with people of other cultural 

backgrounds while teaching them skills, attitudes, and knowledge. Knowing and understanding 

other people and societies involves knowledge and understanding of oneself and one’s own 

society. 
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APPENDIX B 

Lesson Plan Example 

The following is an example of a lesson plan for a beginner-level Italian course using the CTC 

framework and VR resources. The objective of the activity is to observe, explore, reflect, and 

discuss how Italian-speaking individuals move and interact in a specific Italian space called 

“fruttivendolo,” a small market that mostly sells fresh fruits and vegetables. 

1. The teacher begins by inviting students to recall vocabulary related to fruits and vegetables, 

and then shows various pictures of “fruttivendoli” in Italy. The pictures show variations of the 

same type of shop, and the teacher asks students to discuss in small groups the concept of 

“independent” shop, which is usually family-owned. Are there similar shops in the United 

States?  Where would you likely find them in the United States? What would they sell? Can you 

think of some examples in your local community? What do these shops tell us about the Italian 

economy, and is such economy changing and moving toward department stores, chains, and big 

supermarkets? What might be the reasons for this change? Why so? 

2. Students are primed for the VR activity. The teacher, using a picture of a fruttivendolo models 

for students how to analyze and investigate the environment, using ethnographic techniques and 

also by describing the concept of transculturality. For example, the teacher identifies rich points 

which are moments where she is confronted with a surprise or something that does not go as 

expected in the learning experience. What is surprising about the picture being analyzed and 

why? Next, the teacher develops a detailed reflective thick description of the rich point she 

identified and discusses how what was observed relates to her existing knowledge, experiences, 

and perhaps assumptions and stereotypes about Italy and Italian-speaking people. The teacher 
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reminds students that they are not judging or evaluating, but rather taking a step back and 

questioning what they see and what they hear. 

3. On their own, students become “ethnographers” and use their smartphones, headphones, and 

Google Cardboard and explore the following environment 

(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JVHN7FrvVhg) using the techniques previously explained 

by their teacher. Students should identify at least two rich points each. 

4. Working in small groups, students discuss the virtual experience: they share rich points, their 

reflections, understandings of the environment, and the concept of culture. Students write on one 

single sheet of paper three rich points for their group, differences in expectations, connections, 

etc. This discussion is conducted in English with the integration of some Italian vocabulary, with 

the help from the teacher and the textbook. 

5. The teacher invites each group to share one rich point and their reflections. Students are 

invited to discuss with each other. The teacher explains that this ethnographic lens can be used in 

any situation where there are cultural differences and similarities. 

 

  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JVHN7FrvVhg


160 
 

APPENDIX C 

Participants’ Lesson Plans 

1. Anna 

Learning objectives 

In this lesson students will explore the culture of the pasticceria, as part of a unit on food and 

shopping. They will also be able to practice the grammatical structures that are part of this unit, 

namely the direct and indirect object pronouns.  

Lesson preparation 

I will already have provided online learning tools on my LMS. We will have had an in-class 

training prior to this lesson. It is important to give students the opportunity to fully understand 

the technical aspects of the experience, and to do so through multiple formats (teacher guided in-

class introduction vs. instructions listed on the course site on our LMS). 

Assessment of learning 

Student notes. 

Group conversations and reporting back. 

Homework activity. 

Procedure 

1. Review of lexicon: Instructor provides an activity for students to review the vocabulary 

they have learned in this chapter – the vocabulary of food and shops. They will have to 

define and describe different kinds of stores in terms of the different alimentary products 

they sell. (10 min) 

2. Sharing experiences: Instructor provides a prompt for a group activity in which students 

answer questions about their own experiences of bakeries and baked goods, such as their 
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favorite pastry products, whether they bake themselves (what items?); where they 

typically buy baked products; and if they have ever been to a bakery before (describe that 

experience!). (10 min) 

3. Preparation for the video: The instructor reminds students of the objectives for viewing 

the VR experience, and encourages an open learning experience in which each student 

identifies rich points that are relevant to their interests, as well as identifies a question for 

the class in relation to one of these points. (5 min) 

4. VR experience: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ryReicc_Mfs Students watch the 

video with their headset and take notes according to the prompt, and then have a few 

extra minutes to consolidate and articulate perceptions to share with the class. (10 min) 

5. Think-Pair-Share: Instructor puts students in pairs and has each pair share their rich 

points. After they have the opportunity to discuss their observations in their pairs, 

instructor brings students back together and asks for volunteers to share their ideas with 

the class as well as to pose their questions. (15 min) 

6. Expansion: As a homework activity, students use their reflections from the experience as 

well as the vocabulary and grammar they are learning in the unit to construct a dialogue 

they imagine themselves having with the proprietor of the business, in which they ask 

questions (in Italian) about the business, the product, and the consumers. 

2. Linda 

Learning objectives 

Explore and compare the streets of an Italian city while on a Vespa tour during the day and at 

nighttime. 

Practice the vocabulary from the textbook Immagina (ch. 2) about “città e comunità.” 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ryReicc_Mfs
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Learn about cultural and legal practices in the streets, such as the prohibition of turning right at a 

red traffic light, chatting with drivers while at a stop, decorating streets for Christmas. 

Lesson preparation 

During the previous lesson and via Canvas email, the instructor asks students to bring their 

smartphones and headphones to class and download the YouTube app. The instructor brings two 

additional sets of headphones to class, just in case. Students are assigned vocabulary at p. 44 and 

exercises 1-2 in the textbook at p. 45 (in addition to another activity on the textbook’s website) to 

prepare for the lesson. 

Assessment of learning 

Vocabulary learning will be assessed with one warm up speaking activity at the beginning of class 

that involves the whole class. Students will then work in groups of 4 and take written notes. Groups 

will verbally report back to the whole class. An individual written reflection will be conducted at 

the end.  

Procedure 

1. (5 minutes) Warm-up activity reviewing one of the homework activities (ex.1 p. 45). The 

class completes the activity out loud and the answer keys shows up on the PPT slide. 

Then, the instructor asks for related words associated with each word in the activity, such 

as pedone and edicola. The instructor writes the suggested words on the board. The 

instructor makes sure the expression fare un giro is on the board. 

2. (5 minutes) On a PPT slide, the class reads out loud a short description of the city of 

Bergamo and its main points of interest. Students are placed in groups of 4 and are asked 

to discuss the questions at end of the PPT slide: “Secondo voi, come sono le strade di 
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Bergamo? Quali mezzi di trasporto usano le persone? Voi cosa usereste?” The groups 

answer and the instructor writes their answers on the board. 

3. (5 minutes) With a new PP slide, groups discuss the questions: “Quali differenze ci sono 

tra Bergamo e Davis? Quali connessioni immaginate tra le due città?” The groups 

discuss and the instructor writes their comments on the board. 

4. (5 minutes) The instructor explains in English ethnographic techniques and how to 

identify rich points in the virtual reality viewings:  

• Examine differences in expectations and understandings between the outsider (the 

students) and members of the group being studied (people in Bergamo). 

• Constructing grounded connections among cultural processes, practices, and local 

knowledge among members to develop explanations of what was previously 

unknown to the students. 

5. (10 minutes) Google Cardboard introduction and explanation in English. The instructions 

are also on the PP slide in Italian with the invitation to “esplorate il video, guardate dove 

volete, fate stop quando volete.” Students get their phones and headphones ready, next to 

the YouTube app. Individually, they watch the videos Giro in vespa, Bergamo (1) and 

Giro in vespa, Bergamo (2), and are asked to take notes in Italian of 2 rich points each: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q6br2zDaPbw&feature=emb_logo 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TliSrWrl05k&feature=emb_logo 

6. (7 minutes) Students share with their groups the rich points they observed. Groups take 

notes on one document. The instructor listens to the groups and interjects with grammar 

comments or clarifies anything, if needed. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q6br2zDaPbw&feature=emb_logo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TliSrWrl05k&feature=emb_logo
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7. (8 minutes) Groups share with the class their observations. The instructor adds comments 

about the traffic light stop, the chat with the automobilista, and the Christmas light 

decorations, if they were not observed. 

8. (5 minutes) Individually, students write a report about what they expected before 

watching the videos (they can use the sentences written on the board earlier by the 

instructor), what they observed, and what they learned through discussion.  

3. Mark 

Learning objectives 

Learn about specialized stores (e.g. forno, salumeria) in Italian city centers. 

Explore the urban settings of Italian settings, its cultural practices and constraints. 

Reflect on how Italians shop and interact with each other. 

Lesson preparation 

The lesson will be live online, hence no app-specific tutorial should be needed. Students will be 

asked to use headphones or earbuds. YouTube links will be provided during the class.  

Assessment of learning 

Students will be put in Zoom breakout rooms in groups of three or four to discuss the virtual reality 

experience, and they will write collaboratively on a Google Slide four rich points they noticed in 

the 360 VR videos. 

Procedure 

1. Warm-up (5 minutes): I will initiate a short class-wide conversation activity about 

students’ shopping habits.  
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2. Vocabulary review (10 minutes): students will then (re)familiarize with Italian names of 

specialized stores (e.g. matching pictures), and will be asked to provide examples of 

things they can buy in each  

3. EXTRA (if time allows it, unlikely on Zoom) Vocabulary review pt. 2 (10 additional 

minutes): students will be put in groups of 3 and given a short list of definitions; they will 

be asked to read them and name the idea expressed by each definition. 

4. Ethnographic techniques (4 minutes): I will briefly explain ethnographic techniques in 

English and how to identify rich points in the virtual reality viewings. From the training:  

• Examining differences in expectations and understandings between the ethnographer 

(outsider) and member(s) of the group being studied (insiders). 

• Constructing grounded connections among cultural processes, practices, and local 

knowledge among members to develop explanations of what was previously unknown to 

the ethnographer. 

5. Video watching (8 minutes): On their own, students become “ethnographers” and use 

their laptops/smartphones and headphones, and watch the two videos:  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JVHN7FrvVhg&ab_channel=ItalianVROER  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q5EZ684N-Xg&ab_channel=ItalianVROER  

Students should identify at least two rich points each.  

6. Group discussion (10 minutes) In Zoom breakout rooms, students discuss their rich 

points and what they viewed. On one single slide in Google Slides, each group will write 

four rich points, explanations, differences in expectations, connections, etc. This 

discussion is conducted in English.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JVHN7FrvVhg&ab_channel=ItalianVROER
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q5EZ684N-Xg&ab_channel=ItalianVROER
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7. Class-wide discussion (12 minutes) I will invite each group to share one rich point and 

their reflections. Students are invited to discuss with each other as well. If needed, I will 

expand on the interactions between customers and store-owners, on the reasons why 

many Italians prefer and/or only have access to these dynamics and interactions rather 

than going to the mall or a large supermarket, especially in city centers and smaller 

towns. Finally, I will explain that this ethnographic lens can be used in any situation 

where cultural differences and similarities arise. This discussion is conducted in English. 

4. Peter 

Learning objectives 

Students will observe the architecture of a typical Italian “campus.”  

Students will reflect on the synchronous, organic growth of cities and campuses. 

Students will then apply the observation and reflection principles from the campus example to 

make observations about architecture elsewhere in the city. 

Lesson preparation 

The day before the lesson, students will be notified in class to download the YouTube app on 

their phones, bring their headphones and their fully-charged phone. Students will be reminded 

about this via the LMS.  

Assessment of learning 

Students will hold group discussions in class and fill out a survey about the experience.  

Procedure 

7. 10 minutes: Students will Google images of Italian Universities and compare and contrast 

the notion of an Italian “campus” with an American campus. 
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8. 10 minutes: With the schemata activated for comparison and contrast, students will then 

enter the Università di Bergamo VR video. I will ask them to imagine that our own class 

took place inside the building and was about to release. I will invite them to imagine what 

might happen in the central outdoor space. Individuals will make a list of observations, 

comparisons, and contrasts. 

9. 10 minutes: Working within their small groups, students discuss their rich points and 

what they viewed. Students write on one single sheet of paper four rich points for their 

group, explanations, differences in expectations, connections, etc. This discussion is 

conducted in English. 

10. 10 minutes: The teacher invites each group to share one rich point and their reflections. 

Students are invited to discuss with each other. The teacher explains the difference 

between pasticceria and bar, if students have not caught the difference yet. Finally, the 

teacher explains that this ethnographic lens can be used in any situation where cultural 

differences and similarities arise. This discussion is conducted in English. 

a. The students will be invited to reflect on surface versus deep culture and the 

cultural iceberg paradigm. 

11. 10 minutes: Students may then choose another video that shows the city and internal or 

external architecture and design elements. They will be invited to compare and contrast 

with their own towns. Then, I will ask that they indicate a rich point and hypothesize 

what the surface observation might reflect about deeper cultural categories.  

12. Students will turn in for homework responses to a survey about the experience and their 

perception about the VR medium; its use for teaching and learning culture; and to what 

extent they feel the activity helped achieve the learning outcomes.  



168 
 

5. Sarah 

Learning objectives 

Explore Italian spaces that are typical in a city center and observe insiders’ interactions in such 

spaces. 

Reflect on how Italians occupy spaces of interaction in a city, and how the spaces themselves are 

constructed. 

Practice the vocabulary of the city (shops, bars, streets, supermarkets…). 

Lesson preparation 

A tutorial on how to use Google Cardboard will be uploaded on the class LMS a week prior to 

the project. The week, weekend, and two days before the lesson, students will be notified in 

class, via email, and via the LMS to download the YouTube app on their phones, bring their 

headphones and their fully-charged phone. Students will we reminded to bring their phones and 

headphones to class via LMS, one day before class. 

Assessment of learning 

Students will discuss the virtual reality experience in groups of three, and they will write down 

on one single sheet of paper four rich points they noticed in the 360 VR videos. Students will 

then present their rich points to the class. Students will write a short reflection at home after the 

class.  

Procedure 

1. (8 minutes) The teacher begins by inviting students to recall vocabulary related to the city 

center and students brainstorm names such as il bar, la stazione del treno, la farmacia, il 

fruttivendolo, la pasticceria… The instructor shows a few pictures of such places in Italy, 

with a Powerpoint. 
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2. (5 minutes) The instructor distributes a handout with some questions to help students 

discuss. Students are placed in small groups of 3 and using the vocabulary from the board 

and the present tense, they discuss what they already know and what they might have 

learned from the textbook, other people, and experiences abroad about Italian cities and 

the places that they expect to see in the videos. 

3. (4 minutes) The teacher briefly explains in Italian (with text in English on a Powerpoint) 

ethnographic techniques and how to identify rich points in the virtual reality viewings. 

From the training: 

a. Examining differences in expectations and understandings between the 

ethnographer (outsider) and member(s) of the group being studied (insiders)  

b. Constructing grounded connections among cultural processes, practices, and local 

knowledge among members to develop explanations of what was previously 

unknown to the ethnographer 

4. (8 minutes) On their own, students become “ethnographers” and use their smartphones 

and headphones, Google Cardboard, and five videos (one for each group of 3):  

Caffè del tasso https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LmiIqD0TW-w  

Panetteria Tresoldi https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CxCI5muI3A8  

Fruttivendolo https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JVHN7FrvVhg  

Supermercato Coop 1 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zq_67jy5CAY  

Pasticceria Krizia https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ryReicc_Mfs 

Students should identify at least two rich points each. 

5. (12 minutes) Working within their small groups, students discuss their video: they share 

rich points and what they viewed. Students write on one single sheet of paper four rich 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LmiIqD0TW-w
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CxCI5muI3A8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JVHN7FrvVhg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zq_67jy5CAY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ryReicc_Mfs


170 
 

points for their group, differences in expectations, connections, etc. This discussion is 

conducted in Italian, with help from the teacher for vocabulary or structures.  

6. (13 minutes) The teacher invites each group to share one rich point and their reflections. 

Students are invited to discuss with each other. The teacher explains that this 

ethnographic lens can be used in any situation where cultural differences and similarities 

arise. This discussion is conducted in Italian, with help from the teacher. 

7. At home, students will write a short reflection on what they viewed and discussed in class 

with their peers.  

6. Simon 

Learning objectives 

Reflect on social and cultural expectations when ordering coffee at a café. 

Observe how one consumes coffee at a café: what they order and how, what they add, where 

they drink it, and how they pay. 

Compare tipping practices and to-go cups. 

Lesson preparation 

Since all my classes are remote this semester, students will be using their own computers and the 

Youtube website to watch and interact with a 360-degree video. I will have a brief tutorial in class 

and have these instructions on the LMS (Blackboard). I plan to embed the videos in Blackboard 

so that they could complete the assignment all in one space, without having to have too many tabs 

and/or programs open. 

Assessment of learning 

For homework before the activity, students will personally reflect on their own coffee culture. If 

they do not drink coffee, they will reflect on coffee culture in general, and will be a great outside 
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perspective for both USA and Italy coffee cultures. Since I teach remotely, students will view the 

video and complete written activities as an asynchronous activity (streaming video during Zoom 

has been challenging and there have been numerous audio issues). During the next synchronous 

class students will discuss during breakout sessions in English.  

Procedure 

During the synchronous lesson before the activity: 

1. (5 minutes) We will cover different types of coffee, building some basic Italian 

vocabulary (espresso, cappuccino, macchiato, etc.). 

2. (5 minutes) Brainstorm coffee culture in the USA: Where do people drink coffee? 

How do they drink it? Do they take it to go or sit down? (This last question will 

be interesting since during the pandemic most places are only doing to-go orders). 

3. (10 minutes) Brief discussion of payment options, when payment is made (before, 

during, or after consumption), where payment is made (same counter where it is 

ordered or someplace else) and tipping expectations, including internal 

monologues associated with tipping in the USA. 

The activity (asynchronous): 

1. (5 minutes) Written reflection of personal coffee culture and expectations, 

including preferences of coffee type, standing/sitting, to-go orders, payment type, 

and tip amount (which in the USA is generally not discussed out loud, so this will 

be somewhat uncomfortable in a good way). 

2. (3 minutes) First viewing of “Caffè del Tasso”  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LmiIqD0TW-w
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3. (5 minutes) After first viewing, asked to write down 2-3 rich points, including 

steps taken, focusing specifically on the couple. Also a chance to write down 

questions. 

4. (3 minutes) Second viewing of “Caffè del Tasso” 

5. (5 minutes) After second viewing, asked to compare their coffee culture (or 

general coffee culture) to what they observed, writing down similarities and 

differences as well as things that were not clear. Also a chance to observe 

everything that is happening in the background. 

The synchronous lesson after the activity: 

1. (10 minutes) Breakout session discussion about rich points and comparisons. 

Time to exchange ideas and pose further questions. 

2. (10 minutes) General class discussion about comparisons. I would like to 

highlight tipping and to-go cups if they were not already brought up. I will also 

dedicate more time to discussing the environment and background. 

7. Susan 

Learning objectives 

To explore the importance of food in Italian culture. 

To become literate about what Italians eat during the day (typical colazione, pranzo, merenda, 

cena). 

Understand the communal nature of meals. 

Be able to discuss Italian eating rituals in contrast to those of Americans (or other cultures). 

Delve into the streetfood culture (YouTube 360VR-Lo streetfood napoletano). 

Lesson preparation 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LmiIqD0TW-w
https://youtu.be/UUfcUo-UZJA
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Given the current structure of the synchronous online course, students will prepare by viewing 

the following YouTube video: Lo streetfood di Napoli  (in future semesters where we will meet 

F2F or hybrid format, either Google Cardboard viewer or VR headsets will be used.)   

Assessment of learning 

Using a list of questions and discussion points, working in groups of 3 or 4, students will discuss 

the video featuring Neapolitan street food. 

They will note what most surprised them most about what they experienced in the video. 

Procedure 

1. (pre-lesson assignment) Complete a reading and/or video on the topic of Italian food 

culture.  Make a list of what they already know about Italian food culture. Depending on 

the course, a more in-depth assignment would be included, and their use of Italian would 

be encouraged in these writing exercises.   

2. (10 minutes) Have an in-class Kahoot Challenge to assess student knowledge of key 

vocabulary terms and cultural practices regarding Italian food culture 

3. (15-20 minutes) Discuss (in Italian) their preconceived notions of food and how they are 

supported or not based on the readings and conversations.  Consider the video they 

viewed about Neapolitan street food and reflections they noted after watching it.  

4. (15 minutes) Working in break-out groups of no more than three per group, share their 

reflections and the reasons for them.  Groups note the ideas that converged among them.   

5. (15 minutes) The class reconvenes to share their ideas. Same groups are tasked with 

making a similar video about New York street food for an Italian audience. 

  

https://youtu.be/UUfcUo-UZJA
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