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Developing intercultural competence: Task Supported Learning 

I. Introduction 

The acquisition of intercultural competence has become a major goal in all national   and 
international curricula.1  Today, when we look at our schools, we usually find that there are 
many different cultural backgrounds gathered in the classes, along with all the chances and 
conflicts this culture mix brings about. So reality has long proven the goal of intercultural 
competence to be absolutely essential. 

 How can we systematically develop intercultural competence in learners? How can they 
train empathy, the ability to reflect on their own attitudes or the ability to change perspective? 
What kind of learning environment might be able to promote the attitudes of openness and 
curiosity? 

The acquisition of these skills will hardly be possible in a teacher dominated learning 
environment, where interaction very often is reduced to the teacher nominating a topic, 
eliciting response and giving feedback.2 To give intercultural learning a chance, tasks should 
provide opportunities for learners to express what they think or feel, thus involving them on 
an emotional level. Central to the process of intercultural learning are tasks that initiate 
negotiation of meaning, help learners to apply their knowledge, relate and compare it with 
other cultural backgrounds and enable them to reflect on their attitudes.  

Also it has been affirmed 'that the exchange between self and the other can be enhanced 
by tasks that allow learners to become more aware of their own personalities and social roles  
and those of their fellow learners ...'3 

                                                
1
 see Council of Europe 2001 

2
 see Willis 1996:18 
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With their focus on meaning, interaction, sharing and negotiating tasks create an effective 
and motivating learning environment for intercultural learning. 

 

II. The TBL Framework 

With her Framework for Task Based Learning4 Jane Willis provides a useful methodology to 
develop tasks. She defines  a task as an 'activity where the target language is used by the 
learner for a communicative purpose in order to achieve an outcome.'5 In other words: a task 
is an activity, that has 'the potential to involve learners in meaningful language use'6.  

And, as Willis describes, 'it is the challenge of achieving the outcome that makes TBL a 
motivating procedure in the classroom.'7  

Outcomes or products can be oral or written presentations as well as audio and video 
presentations; e.g. surveys, discussions, exhibitions, posters etc. 

In order to achieve the outcome, learners have to interact naturally: compare, share, discuss, 
order and sort facts, views or opinions. So tasks focus on meaning, rather than on form and 
provide interactive scenarios. Tasks have a clear communicative purpose and an audience. 
They are complex, activate learners' resources and give them the opportunity to make 
choices - content and language wise, thus involving them on an emotional level. The 
complexity of course makes necessary a clear sequencing of the task: learners have to be 
guided from one step to the next. In order to support learning tasks also clearly balance task 
demand and task support8. 

In her framework for Task Based Learning Willis includes three stages: the pre-task, the task 
cycle and the focus on language. While Willis’ model ends with the focus on language, others 
say that there should also be an evaluation of the task process as such.9 This of course fits 
the goal of intercultural competence , as reflection and awareness are fundamental elements 
within the process of intercultural learning. So we will call the last stage very generally the 
post-task-stage.  

 

The pre-task 

The teacher introduces the topic, gives rich, comprehensible input, introduces or revises 
useful words and phrases. For this purpose the teacher can also use texts, recordings or 
videos. Activities could e.g. include brainstorming and mind-maps, matching phrases to 
pictures, demonstration of the task with a good student etc. 

The task cycle  

The task cycle itself consists of doing the task, planning and preparing  
the task findings, finally sharing and reporting to the class. 

o The task: learners do the task, which needn't, but can be text based. They work in 

pairs or in groups. The role of the teacher is to monitor the process and to encourage 
learners. 

                                                                                                                                                                            

 
4
 see Willis 1996 

5
 Willis 1996:23 

6
 Müller-Hartmann/Schocker-v. Ditfurth  2011: 22 

7
 Willis 1996:24 

8
see Müller-Hartmann/Schocker-v. Ditfurth  2011: 63ff 

9
 see Müller-Hartmann/Schocker-v. Ditfurth  2011: 100 
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EFL classroom:  During this phase the focus is on getting the meaning across,  not on 
correctness of form and structure. Learners need to learn that mistakes and errors 
are part of the learning process. 

Willis mentions six types of tasks:  

i. Listing, e.g. learners list their favourite food 

ii. Ordering and sorting, e.g. learners order the items by categorizing them 
into certain groups like drinks, vegetables, fruit, etc. 

iii. Comparing, e.g. learners find similarities or differences 

iv. Problem solving, e.g. learners do a puzzle of the food pyramid or learners 
make a poster on the topic of healthy and tasty food/meals 

v. Sharing personal experiences, e.g. learners share likes or dislikes, make a 
survey 

vi. Creative tasks, e.g. learners create a recipe 

o The planning stage: learners prepare to report their results to the class. They 

have to decide on what to say and how to say it.  

EFL classroom: It is the demand to report actually, which for the learners creates 
the genuine need to improve their language and to focus on accuracy. In 
consequence the teacher's role now is that of a language advisor. He/she helps with 
the reports, helps to rehearse and to organize. 

o The report stage: at the beginning of this stage, the teacher should set a clear 

purpose for the reports, e.g. learners can vote on the best solution, make notes on 
points of interest an discuss them later, write questions to ask speakers etc. Reports 
can have the form of oral, written, audio or video presentations.  

 

The post - task 

o  Giving feedback, reflecting and evaluating: Both learners and teacher 

benefit  from a feedback phase. Especially with the focus on intercultural learning 
there should be a reflection of the learning process as well as the learning 
outcomes. It is important to make learners aware of what and how they have 
learned and how they felt in the process.  

In case of misunderstandings or uneasy feelings the teacher then has the chance to 
initiate more negotiation of meaning (asking questions, describing a problem), assist 
reflection, initiate a change of perspective or give additional information in order to 
help learners to a better understanding and accepting different views, values or 
cultural practices. 

The teacher benefits from feedback because he/she can learn for the  
improvement of tasks or for the planning of the next task cycle. 

 

o Focus on language in the EFL classroom: at this point learners analyze and 

discuss specific forms or features of a text, the teacher provides practice. Preparing 
the reports, learners have probably in most cases felt the need to upgrade their 
language. During all stages the teacher has been able to collect examples of learner 
texts. The report itself also provides language material that can be analyzed.  
Most learners benefit from instruction on language form, because it helps them to 
explicitly notice language features and develop an awareness of language form. 
This is especially true if analysis takes place on the basis of texts learners have 
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produced themselves. They will be more motivated and emotionally involved. 
 

Although there is a greater emphasis on learner activity in TBL, the role of the teacher is not 
different from ordinary teaching: He/she has to find a topic, that is relevant for the learners. 
He/she has to set up a task,  give instructions, balance task demand and task support, i.e. 
introduce topic-related words and keep in mind the key conditions for learning. The 
components of the framework also have to be adapted to learners' needs: tasks can be split 
and finished in the next lesson, language practice can be prepared at home or there might be 
room for more than one task cycle, depending on time and topic. Especially with younger 
learners a task cycle can consist of a set of shorter tasks.  

 

III. A task sequence for intercultural learning 

Apart from the general learning environment the TBL framework provides, the question 
arises, whether there are more specific criteria concerning our topic of intercultural learning, 
that we need to consider. 

On the basis of Byram's model of Intercultural Communicative Competence10 Müller-
Hartmann and Schocker-von-Ditfurth have developed a task sequence for intercultural 
learning.   According to their four-step-model, 'tasks 

o motivate and involve learners, making them curious about the other culture(s) and 
helping them to engage with other cultural practices; 

o help learners to become aware of and reflect their own cultural practices; 

o allow learners to discover and understand other cultural practices, changing 
perspectives in the process. During this process the integration of cultural 
knowledge can become necessary, either through other learners or the teacher; 

o make learners compare cultural practices, realizing similarities and differences. 
Learners evaluate their own and other cultural practices (critical cultural 
awareness), possibly developing their own (new) positions and creating (new) 
discourses/products (coordinating perspectives, transforming practice).'11 

 

The following task gives an example of the task type 'sharing experience'. It is highly 
motivating, because it is message-oriented, focuses on the individual as well as the group 
and deals with meaningful content. It also gives the students a wide range of choice. The 
task can of course be adapted to different age groups. Depending on learners' needs, lexical 
or methodological support should be provided. 

 

IV. Now you  

Analyze the task according to the four steps above. Which goals are represented? Which are 
missing? How could they be included? 

 

 

 

 

                                                

10
 see Byram 1997 

11
 Müller-Hartmann/Schocker-v. Ditfurth  2011: 186 

 

The role of the 
teacher 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 

 
 
An ICL task 
sequence 

 
   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Example 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Now you 

http://www.school-partnerships.eu/


 

http://www.school-partnerships.eu 5 

References 

Byram, M.  Teaching and Assessing Intercultural Communicative Competence 1997| 
 Clevedon: Multilingual Matters 

Council of Europe  A Common European Framework of Reference for Languages. Learning, 
 Teaching, Assessment. 2001| Cambridge: CUP 

Müller-Hartmann/Schocker-v. Ditfurth  Teaching English: Task-Supported Language 
 Learning. 2011|Paderborn: Schöningh UTB  

Müller-Hartmann The role of tasks in promoting intercultural learning in electronic learning 
 networks. 2000. Language Learning and Technology, Vol.4, No.2, September 2000, 
 pp. 129-147,  http://llt.msu.edu/vol4num2/muller/default.html 

Willis, J.  A Framework for Task Based Learning. 1996| Harlow: Longman 

Common European Framework of Reference for Languages: Tasks and their role in 
 language teaching. http://www.coe.int/t/dg4/linguistic/Source/Framework_EN.pdf 

 

 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.school-partnerships.eu/
http://llt.msu.edu/vol4num2/muller/default.html
http://www.coe.int/t/dg4/linguistic/Source/Framework_EN.pdf


 

http://www.school-partnerships.eu 6 
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Example 1: Free time activities (classroom) 

Objectives: 

- Getting to know people as  individuals (rather than as members of a specific ethnic group) 

- Encourage trust building, open minds 

- Discovering similarities  

- Develop a sense of belonging 

- Understanding and accepting differences 

Procedure:  

 Stages  Learner activity  Ski
lls 

Material 

1. Pre-task pl 

 

 

 
 
 
 

sw 
 
 

pl 

Motivation 
S watch video 

'Lots of people enjoy their hobbies - just as the 
people of Dillydale do. What kind of hobbies 

can you observe in the video?' 

Groups of four: 
'How well do you know your group?' 

S fill in worksheet, speculate about group 
members'  likes and dislikes. 

S check assumptions by asking group 
members. 

'How many 'rights' have you got?' 
What was new/interesting? 

l 
 

 

s 

 
 
 

s, l 

http://www.youtube.c
om/ 

watch?v=HUNYqGJ
GUz4 

worksheet1 

 
worksheet 2 

2. Task 
cycle 

 

 

 

task 

 
 
 

sw 
 
 

 
gw 

"Let's find out more about each other -  about 
similarities and differences." 

Placemat activity: "In your corner of the 
placemat make notes on what you like/dislike 

doing in your free time." 

 
" Compare, collect, add. Share your likes and 

dislikes in your group." 

 
"Find similarities. Write them down in the 

middle of the placemat." 

(Teacher collects language material for 
language awareness phase) 

w 
 

s, l 
 

s, l, 
w 

 
 
 

placemat 
transparency  

 
worksheet 3 

3. Focus on 
language 

pl S listen to language input (gerund) 

(if necessary) 

l, r 
(w,
s 

flip chart/board 

http://www.school-partnerships.eu/
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HUNYqGJGUz4
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HUNYqGJGUz4
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HUNYqGJGUz4
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4. planning 

 

 

 

report 

 

gw S correct their texts and design a group poster 
on similarities and differences 

w, 
s 

poster/felt-
tips/markers 
worksheet 3 

5. sw S practice presenting poster  worksheet 3 

6. gw Gallery walk: groups present poster 
 'One stays - three stray'        

Listening task: "Make notes on points of 
interest." 

s, l 
 

w 

 

7. Post-task 
Evaluation 

pl S talk about what they have found out. 
'What have you found out? 

What seemed interesting/amazing/funny ...?'  

T sums up similarities, common interests, 
stresses the fact that we all have same human 

needs. 

s, l  

8.   Follow up: 

basic human needs 
topics of global education and  

sustainability 

involving other subjects 
project work 

  

 

Depending on the learners' level of competencies language support should be provided in the EFL 
classroom. However - no spoon feeding: support when and if needed! 
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Hobbies (Worksheet 1) 

Write the nouns into the matching star. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ballet dancing, photos, dog, riding, tennis, stamps, model planes, swimming, guitar, 
piano, fish, guinea pig, comics, fishing, books, karate, model cars, cat, youth magazines, 

posters, dancing, judo, ... 

 

 

play  

read 

 

take 

 

make 

 

do 

 

collect 

 

have got 

 

go 
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Is it you who ...? (Worksheet 2) 

Step 1: Read the questions. 

 Are they true for any person in your group? 

 Write down his/her name. 

 If you aren't sure, you will have to guess. 

Who Name? Correct? 

… … enjoys singing ??   

... is a good dancer?   

… hates taking the bus?   

… likes football?    

… likes playing computer games?    

… … watches ‘The Simpsons’?   

... prefers watching TV to reading?   

 ... plays an instrument?   

Step 2: Take turns and ask the others if your ideas are correct: 'Lisa, Is it you who enjoys singing?' 

 

 

What does your group like doing? (Transparency) 

Step 1:  In your corner of the placemat make notes on what you like doing and on what you dislike doing in 
  your free time. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Step 2:  Share your likes, preferences or dislikes in your group. 
  Each pupil gets 1 minute to talk. 

Step 3:  Find similarities. 
 Write them down in the middle of the placemat. 

   

I 'm crazy about 

I enjoy  

I love    

I can't stand   …-ing 

I hate 

I prefer 
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Bookmarks for the EFL classroom (worksheet 3) 

Placemat     Making a poster   Presenting poster 
language support   language support  language support 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Organizing 
Are you ready? 

Ok, who wants to start? 
Do you want to begin? 

I'd like to start. 
Now it's your turn. 

Exchanging ideas 

I've got ... 
What have you got? 

I've got that, too. 
I've got  the same / 
something similar. 

I've got something different. 
Now, what goes into the 

middle? 
Let's write that into the 

middle. 
What have the others got?  

What about   ...? 
Do you agree? 

OK. This is our result.  
OK. This is it. We're ready to 

present. 

Clarifying 
Sorry, I didn't get that. 

Can you repeat it? 
But don’t you think that ...? 

Organizing 
There are two main things 

we have to do: … 
Ok, who wants to write? 

Do you want to ...? 
I'd like to ... 

Could you ...? 
Let’s move on to …  

Have we got everything? 
 

Exchanging ideas 

Suggesting  

Let's write/draw/use... 
My idea is ...  

What about   ...? 
Why don't we ... 

We need to add ... 
Do you agree? 

OK, this is our result. We’re 
ready to present it. 

 

Clarifying 
Sorry, I didn't get that. 

Can you repeat it? 
But don’t you think that ...? 

 

Presenting results 

Hi everybody. 
So this is what we have come 

up with. 
We've found ... similarities. 

We all agreed that ... 

I’d like to start with … 
First of all, … 

The next point is ... 
Another similarity is that ... 

Finally ...  

The poster/drawing shows .. 
There is a ... in the middle/ 

on the right/left  of the 
poster, because ... 

This ... makes me think of .. 
The ... makes me feel ... 

And now, have you got any 
questions?  

Clarifying 
Sorry, I didn't get that. 

Can you repeat the last 
part/sentence? 

What did you mean by …  
Sorry, what was that again? 
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