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Abstract: In the past year, the world of education in Slovakia went 

through a significant change due to the worldwide pandemic. At the universities, 

the subjects got transferred to the online world, and the curriculum, lectures, 

seminars, and activities within the seminars had to be adapted to this situation as 

well. This paper will introduce a learning activity that is used to develop the 

sociocultural knowledge of the students of intercultural studies within foreign 

language education. It will provide an insight into how the learning is performed 

when the students are in the classroom and how it had to be adjusted for online 

teaching. The outcomes of the learning activity will be presented within the paper 

as well to compare if they change based on the environment in which the learning 

was performed.  

Keywords: Intercultural studies, sociocultural knowledge, foreign 

language.  

INTRODUCTION 

 The changes that the past year brought to the world can be seen in education 

as well. Schools and universities in Slovakia had to transfer their lessons to the 

online world and had to teach their students via the internet. While gaining 

theoretical knowledge based on forms of lectures can be transferred to the online 

world more easily, more interactive education faced challenges. This paper 

introduces an activity that is focused on intercultural studies within foreign language 

education, and which too had to be adapted to be taught online.   

When people enter a foreign country, they tend to notice the differences 

between their culture and the new culture even before learning a new language. This 

cultural knowledge should be reflected in intercultural education within foreign 

language education which is called intercultural competence. Intercultural 

competence can be defined as the knowledge of one’s own and other countries’ 
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habits, traditions, and views (Pokrivčáková, 2012). Because of this, it is not enough 

only to learn a foreign language linguistically correctly, but it can be concluded that 

cultural competence then must be a crucial part of the foreign language education 

(Kováčiková & Veselá, 2016). This claim is supported by research as well because it 

has proven that language and culture are closely interconnected, and they should be 

taught together (Dema & Moeller, 2012).  

Nowadays, the European Union puts greater emphasis on implementing 

intercultural competences in foreign language education. The reforms of the 

Common European Framework of Reference for Languages by the Council of 

Europe (CEFR) state that the speakers of foreign languages should be able to 

strengthen the abilities of thinking and acting independently and be able to socialize 

within a pluralist society (Reid, 2014). Moreover, the main goal of learning a foreign 

language was switched to intercultural communicative competence which should not 

only underline the cultural sensitivity of the students but should also highlight the 

ability to switch between different cultural perspectives when communicating 

(Byram, 1997; O’Dowd, 2007). 

LITERATURE 

 Culture is around us even though we do not always realize it. Kalman 

(2009) states that culture can be reflected in everything: in our food, in our clothes, 

in our stories, or how we celebrate. Kramsch (1998) compares nature and culture: 

while nature is growing organically, culture refers to something which was 

developed. For the purposes of this paper, Williams (2006: 32) specifies a social 

definition of a culture where “culture is a description of a particular way of life, 

which expresses certain meanings and values not only in art and learning but also in 

institutions and ordinary behavior”. Based on these definitions it can be concluded 

that culture then can be found everywhere. 

For the further purposes of this paper, intercultural communicative 

competence needs to be characterized. It can be described as one’s ability to behave 

in an appropriate way when using the foreign language linguistically, socio-

linguistically, and pragmatically (Reid, 2014). Additionally, traditional literature 

describes intercultural competence as a combination of knowledge, skill, and 

attitude (Bennett, 2015). Kramsch (1998) states that when something is intercultural 

it means that two different cultures meet. This can be seen also within the same 

language, where it points to the conversation between people from different cultures 

such as a conversation between homosexual and heterosexual people or simply 

between men and women (Kramsch, 1998). Lastly, Deardorff (2006) says that 

people should be aware that developing intercultural competences could be a life-

long process, and if they want to be successful in this competence they need to 
behave and communicate effectively in cross-cultural situations. 
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Bennett (2015) summarizes the needed knowledge, skills, and attitudes for 

successful intercultural competence understanding. She addresses thatknowledge of 

one’s culture is as important as knowledge of target culture and language (Bennett, 

2015). This statement can be connected to Hall (1998) who says that for the learners 

of foreign language it is important to have the knowledge of socio-cultural 

competences such as history, values, and beliefs, everyday life of the target culture. 

Furthermore, Bennet (2015) states thatlearners of foreign languages need to be 

aware of cultural knowledge such as literature, religious systems, etc. as well. As for 

the needed skills, Bennet (2015) presents that listening skills, observation skills, the 

skill of understanding other perspectives as well as mindfulness and communicating 

are important for intercultural competence understanding. Furthermore, she states 

that it is important to be open-minded, curious, respective, and tolerant (Bennet, 

2015). Moreover, Hall (1998) points that it is necessary to possess the knowledge of 

sociolinguistic competences (such as greetings, idioms, taboos, dialects of the target 

culture) as well as the knowledge of pragmatic competences (such as advice-giving, 

persuading, or non-verbal communication of the target culture). 

Within intercultural competences, it is possible to develop different types of 

knowledge and skills. One of these different types of knowledge is socio-cultural 

knowledge. According to Santiago (2018), socio-cultural knowledge can be defined 

as values and the norms of behavior in a country. This includes the forms in which 

these values and norms are reflected in the language (Santiago, 2018). The reflection 

in the language is described by Reid (2014) who states that socio-cultural knowledge 

is mirrored in the rules of politeness, or norms that relate to generations, sexes, or 

social classes. Furthermore, socio-cultural knowledge is the knowledge of everyday 

life, history, beliefs, and taboos as well (Reid, 2014). Gender stereotypes can be 

included within socio-cultural knowledge, as these stereotypes are related to norms 

about sexes (genders), beliefs, and everyday life.  

When looking at the definitions of culture and of intercultural competences 

and their overview as well, it can be concluded that this knowledge must be 

implemented withinforeign language education. Surely, it is important to cover the 

language linguistically, but the same amount of attention needs to be given to the 

intercultural competences as well. This is necessary for a deeper understanding for 

how shared beliefs and values, or day-to-day life influence the language (Reid, 

2014). Therefore, it is crucial to focus on implementing cultural activities into the 

classroom as soon as possible and such activities should be addressed as much as 

possible within the classroom (Reid, 2014). 

Current State of Teaching Intercultural Competences                                                      

in Slovakia  

As stated previously, nowadays the European Union puts emphasis on the 
integration of intercultural competences into foreign language education, the reality 
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in Slovakia does not always reflect it. Since 2007, when the Slovak government 

passedone of its most important education reforms, one of the main aims of foreign 

language teaching is to prepare the students for a life in a multicultural and 

multilingual Europe. The national curriculum emphasizes how important it is to 

discover and understand other cultures and languages which then leads to successful 

and accurate communication of learners with other inhabitants of the European 

Union. Furthermore, it was stated within this reform that “tolerance and intercultural 

understanding should be developed in the foreign language lessons” from very early 

ages (Reid, 2014: 33).  

In 2014, Reid concluded researchthat was concerned with intercultural 

education at Slovak elementary schools. The author went to the schools to observe 

the English lessons and found out that only 48% of the observed lessons provided 

students with intercultural education (Reid, 2014). Furthermore, Reid (2014) 

discovered that out of 51 asked teachers, only 43% said that they developed their 

intercultural knowledge when studying at universities and 63% out of those who 

said that intercultural knowledge was developed at the universities said that such 

education was sufficient. When the teachers were asked how often they include 

intercultural competences into their lessons, 62% said it was once or twice a month, 

and 37% stated that it was once a week or more. The most striking result provided 

by Reid (2014) was that only 31% of the asked teachers said that teaching culture is 

as important as teaching other aspects of language.  

Sándorová (2017) concluded another research that was focused on teachers of 

foreign languages. She conducted her research with teachers working in high 

schools. The involved teachers declared that they did not know why it was necessary 

to include intercultural education in foreign language education as when they 

attended the universities, such education was not provided to them (Sándorová, 

2017). Furthermore, the teachers stated that they did not want to go through 

introducing greetings, or addressing with the high schoolers, because it seemed to 

them that such knowledge was already known to the students (Sándorová, 2017).  

Based on the presented evidence, it can be concluded that even though that 

the European Union, and therefore Slovakia as well, tries to highlight the importance 

of implementing intercultural education to foreign language education, the practice 

does not reflect it. Teachers do not have a systematic overview of what intercultural 

knowledge to develop and furthermore, they do not know how to do so because they 

did not encounter intercultural studies while they were preparing to be teachers. That 

is the reason why it is important to include techniques and activities which develop 

intercultural competences of the future teachers of foreign languages. As a result, 

when those teachers teach at schools, from their own experience, they will be able to 

pass on the information to their students.  
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METHOD 

For the purposes of this paper, action research was chosen. McNiff (2013) 

states that action research is formed by two words (“action” and “research”), 

therefore it consists of the actual action and how the researcher finds out about what 

to do. The action part of the research involves the researcher thinking carefully 

about the perceptions of the situation and if these perceptions are accurate. Then the 

research part involves gathering the data; it reflects on the shown action; it generates 

evidence from the data, and it makes claims to knowledge that is based on the 

conclusions from the evidence. Furthermore, it is important to provide explanations 

for activities, hence stating reasons and purposes (McNiff, 2013). 

Ebbut (1985: 297) defined action research as a “systematic study that 

combines action and reflection with the intention of improving practice”. This 

research can be used in a variety of areas. For the purposes of this paper, it will be 

used as a form of a teaching method because the discovery method replaces a 

traditional method, as well as it also lays a claim to the professional development of 

teachers (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2007). 

According to Kemmis (1997) for the former, action research could be seen as 

a local level improvement of practice, while for the latter, it could be seen as broader 

agenda of changing education through to changing society. As for this paper, action 

research is needed as a tool to search for improvements in teaching intercultural 

competences at a local level (a classroom). For the purposes of this paper, four 

phases of the action research were chosen: planning, acting, observing, and 

reflecting (Sagor, 2010, Schmuck, 2006). 

Participants 

Three groups of future teachers of the English language participated in this 

activity. Two groups completed this activity online and one group completed it in the 

classroom. The first group consisted out of twenty-two students. There were seven 

male and fifteen female students. Within this group, one female student is a Serbian 

who comes from the Slovak community in Serbia, otherwise, all the other students 

are from Slovakia. The students from this group were in their early twenties. The 

second group consisted out of six female students, two of them come from Russia, 

and four of them come from Slovakia. The students from Russia are in their early 

twenties, and the students from Slovakia are in their late twenties, and early thirties. 

The third group consisted out of twenty-two Slovak students. Within this group, 

there were ten male and twelve female students. The students in this group were in 

their late teens.  
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Main Aim 

The main aim of this paper is tocompare how a chosen activity is taught                

face-to-face and how it needed to be adapted for online education.  

Research Questions 

1. Are there any similarities between when the activity is completed online 

and when it is completed in a classroom? 

2. Are there any differences between when the activity is completed online 

and when it is completed in a classroom? 

RESULTS 

Planning Phase 

The chosen activity deals with gender stereotypes, or as Reid (2014) calls 

them norms, in one’s own and foreign country. The activity develops students’ 

awareness of other genders but also links the foreign language with socio-cultural 

knowledge. Because of what we see in our families, or in the media, we have an idea 

of what are gender roles and what behavior, and choices are linked to them. 

Therefore, this activity helps students to see similarities as well as differences 

between their own and foreign cultures, especially if the two cultures are very 

distinctive. 

The activity was found on the internet, and it is called the Boy or girl thing. 

The basis of the activity is a list of occupations, jobs, behavior, colors, or things 

which are uttered by teachers. Upon hearing them, students need to decide whether 

in their mind they link the said word to boys or girls. When the activity is performed 

in the classroom, the classroom itself can be divided into two parts which is 

achieved by sticking paper where boys is written on one side of the wall and paper 

where girls is written on the other side of the wall. Students stand in the middle of 

the classroom and when they hear the word, they decide if they move to the boys’ or 

girls’ side of the classroom. Then they go back to the middle and wait to hear 

another word. For more advanced students, discussion can be added after each 

uttered word. Teachers ask students why they moved to either side of the classroom 

and students are supposed to explain their choices.  

As was already explained in the previous chapters of this paper, because of 

the pandemic situation, university education was moved to the online platforms as 

well. As a result, when completing this activity online, some adjustments had to be 
undertaken. Students were asked to raise their hands (either literally as they had their 
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cameras turned on, it was possible to see their reaction, or they could use the hand 

feature which is provided by the software used for meeting online) if they thought 

that the uttered word belonged to the boys. If they thought of girls upon hearing the 

word, they were supposed to write it into the chat. The disadvantage of completing 

this activity online is that if students do not want to state their opinion, they do not 

raise their hands, or do not write anything to the chat. In this case, it is easier for 

teachers to overlook if someone does not participate, especially, if the group of 

students is big. In the classroom, all students participate, that is why it is important 

that they stand up and move around the classroom, so everybody can express their 

opinion and teachers see it and they may address it further.  

The activity was completed online twice with two different groups of 

students, and once it was completed in the classroom. Each time, this list of chosen 

words was used: dancing, teacher, burping and farting, cooking and cleaning, pink, 
doctor, nurse, a six-pack, and police officer. Depending on time availability, more 

examples were added to the list, however, the above-written words were used each 

time this activity was completed with students. 

Action Phase 

As stated, the activity was completed online twice with two different groups 

of students.  The first group consisted out of twenty-one male and female students 

from Slovakia, and there was one student who was Serbian living in the Slovak 

community in Serbia. The second group consisted of female students, four were 

from Slovakia, and two from Russia. The same list of words was used within both 

groups.The activity was completed as it was mentioned in the paragraphs before: 

students were asked to have their cameras turned on and by raising (or not raising) 

their hands indicate their choices. Even though in both groups, there were foreign 

students (one Serbian and two Russian students), the similarity in choices and 

answers to the uttered words could be detected. Based on their choices and answers 

it could be concluded that the gender norms are the same (or very similar) in 

Slovakia as well as in Russia and Serbia. 

When the pandemic situation in Slovakia got better, and education was 

transferred back to face-to-face form, this activity was completed in the classroom as 

well. The group consisted out of twenty Slovak male and female students. The same 

list of words as with the previous groups was used in this case as well.The classroom 

was divided into two sides, on one wall it was written boys and on the other girls. 
Students were asked to stand in the middle and move to the side which they thought 

of when they heard the list of words.  
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Observation Phase 

The activity was observed to be successful in all three groups. This 

conclusion is based on the reactions of the students during the discussion part of the 

activity. However, there are some points which were observed during completing 

this activity.  

The first online group consisted out of twenty-two students. Because this 

group was so big, it was not possible to keep track of all students to see, whether 

they participated in the activity or not. The answers to the following discussion were 

then also usually provided by the same students. Furthermore, not all of them had 

their cameras turned on, and therefore, it was easier for them not to state their 

opinions. 

The problems which arose when completing the activity with the first group, 

did not happen with the second one. Because this group consisted only out of six 

students, and all of them had their cameras turned on all the time, it was clear to see 

who chose what and it was easier to keep track who contributed to the conversation 

and who did not.  

Even though the third group consisted out of twenty-two students (similarly, 

as the first one), because the teacher and students were in the classroom together, it 

was easier to see the reactions on the faces of students.Therefore, it was more 

natural to keep the conversation flowing longer than when this activity was 

completed online. When the activity was completed online, the conversation often 

felt stretched, and the whole activity was more dependent on the teacher. 

Furthermore, it was possible to see the choices to the listed words of all students in 

the classroom, and so all students could participate and share their opinion on the 

topic. This was not possible when the activity was completed online, as students 

with turned-off cameras rarely participated in the conversations by themselves.   

In all three cases that this activity was completed, during the conversation, it 

was necessary to connect the thinking of students with today’s world, as well as with 

history. For example, usually, when students heard the word doctor, they chose the 

option boys, however, until the Middle Ages it was women who were associated 

with healing but then the witch trials took place and men took their positions. 

Another example of connecting their thinking with the real world could be noted 

when they think about how to decide when they hear the word teacher. It is possible 

to find statistics what is the percentage of female and male students at university 

teaching programs and the teachers who complete this activity can tell the students 

that in this particular case it is not just their thinking, but the reality. It is important 

to connect the activity with other intercultural competences, so students can see the 

connections with history and their reflections in today’s world. Then they are able to 

learn about them and once they are teachers, they can interpret them further to their 

students.  
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Evaluation Phase  

The brief evaluation from students showed that this activity was successful. 

During a discussion after the activity was completed, students from all groups (but 

especially from the third group which was in the classroom because they were able 

to move around as well) said that the activity was a fun way to introduce gender 

stereotypes to the students. Furthermore, because students could observe certain 

behaviors at home and in their lives, it was easy to talk about the topics as well. 

Some of the students agreed that they became more aware of the gender 

stereotypes.Interestingly, one male student even confessed a couple of weeks later 

after completing this activity, that he started to help his mother more with the 

household chores because he realized how much she has to do around the house. 

DISCUSSION  

The main aim of this paper was tocompare how a chosen activity is taught 

face-to-face and how it needed to be adapted for online education. Based on the 

presented research, it can be concluded that when the activity was completed online, 

there was a lack of active participation of all students in the activity.  

Furthermore, this paper was aimed at answering the research questions.  

1. Are there any similarities between when the activity is completed 

online and when it is completed in a classroom? 

The main similarity between completing the activity online and in a 

classroom was the choices the students made upon hearing the chosen words. As 

discussed previously, it shows that students (whether from Slovakia, Serbiaor Russia 

and whether they were in their late teens or late twenties) tended to think alike. 

These results point to their stereotypical thinking.  

2. Are there any differences between when the activity is completed 

online and when it is completed in a classroom? 

There are some differences between completing this activity online and in a 

classroom. The most significant difference was in the participation of students. 

While the activity was completed online, especially in the first group, there were 

several students who had their cameras turned off and therefore, it was difficult for 

the teacher to keep track of whether they participated in the activity, or not. This was 

not the case when the activity was completed in the classroom because all the 

students had to choose sides, and it was visible, and therefore, it was easier to keep 
track of the actions of the students. Similarly, as the second online group was 
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smaller than the first one, and all students had their cameras turned on, it was easy to 

keep track of the students’ choices and whether they participated in the discussion as 

well. 

Another difference wasdetected in the conversation afterward. While the 

activity was completed online, especially with the first group, it was mostly the 

same students who wanted to participate in the discussion as well, while the others 

just listened. In the classroom, the students joined the conversations on their own, 

without being asked by the teacher. However, it can be admitted here that this does 

not have to reflect the difference between online and face-to-face education, but it 

can just point to the different groups and distinctive students in them.  

CONCLUSION 

In the past year, the world underwent a big change and in Slovakia, education 

in all stages had to be transferred online. This paper was focused on introducing 

intercultural activity which was completed with future teachers of English language 

to develop their socio-cultural knowledge and awareness of other people and 

cultures. Furthermore, the paper showed that even interactive activity could have 

been adjusted to the form that could be performed online as well.  

Even though the chosen activity was successfully completed online twice, it 

must be noted that when the activity was completed in the classroom, the 

conversation afterward was more natural. This could be linked to the fact that the 

setting was natural as well, students could move around the classroom freely. 

Moreover, it was easier to include all students in the activity when it was completed 

in the classroom than when it was online. If students had their cameras turned off 

during the activity, they almost never participated in it and they had to be personally 

asked by the teacher to contribute. The reactions from students in the classroom 

were more authentic.  

Although completing the activity online had more disadvantages than when 

the activity was completed in the classroom, it is important to know that such 

activity could have been even performed online. This means that even though 

students could not go to schools personally, they did not miss any activity which was 

completed before or after the pandemic was over. As a result, their socio-cultural 

knowledge and awareness was developed similarly as was the students before and 

after.  

The paper includes research results gained as a part of the project UGA-UKF-

V/5/2021.  
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Петра Ивенз 
Универзитет Константин Филозоф, Нитра, Словачка 

ПОДУЧАВАЊЕ ИНТЕРКУЛТУРАЛНИХ КОМПЕТЕНЦИЈА                                 

ТОКОМ УЧЕЊА НА ДАЉИНУ 

Резиме 

Протеклих годину дана свет образовања у Словачкој прошао је кроз зна-

чајне промене због светске пандемије. На универзитетима су предавања преме-

штена у онлајн простор, а наставни план и програм, семинари и остале активности 

у оквиру семинара морали су бити прилагођени овој ситуацији. Овај рад ће пред-

ставити начин образовања која се користи за развијање социокултурног знања сту-

дената интеркултуралних студија у оквиру образовања страних језика. Пружиће 

увид у то каква је била настава када су студенти боли у учионици и како је то 

морало бити прилагођено за наставу у онлајн простору. У раду ће бити предста-

вљени и исходи образовања како би се упоредило да ли се мењају у зависности од 

окружења у коме се настава изводила.  

Кључне речи: интеркултуралне студије, социокултурно знање, страни 

језик. 


