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INTERCULTURAL EDUCATION  AND  CULTURAL REFERENCES

IN THE SCHOOL CURRICULUM

1. RATIONALE


The social dynamics of the latest decades has brought about a set of challenges in the contemporary world which the educational system cannot overlook, considering the focus change from the dominant monoculturality towards the intercultural openness. As a result, intercultural education aims at approaching cultural differences, thus considering spiritual interactions, the benefits of cultural exchanges, in a process of shaping an open cultural identity.


In the light of the educational requirements of the contemporary society, the intercultural approach is regarded as a necessity in modern education. Thus, the development of students' interests in intercultural aspects and of their cultural and intercultural empathy leads to their  understanding of “the other”and rejection of discrimination.


The new curriculum points at democratic values and beliefs, promoting respect for both  the cultural diversity and the national cultural identity.

2. ASPECTS  OF INTERCULTURALITY  IN THE SCHOOL  CURRICULUM

A. Romanian language and literatura

The lower secondary curriculum states as one of the objectives the knowledge of local and national culture, as well as raising interest in the diverse European culture. Moreover, we can find references to developing interest in intercultural communication and the interaction between our national cultural identity and our European identity. Nevertheless,  there are no given examples of  teaching activities and there is no mention to the application of these principles through the teaching content. The alternative textbooks do not prioritise the cultural diversity, they include only excerpts from universal literary works suggested as extensive reading. (e.g. textbooks published by Humanitas Publishing House). The teachers' role will rest in raising students' awareness of their national cultural heritage through the display of Romanian folklore or through intercultural dialogues (myths, legends,  national costumes etc.) , all these having been already mentioned in the curriculum, yet, not as elements of intercultural content. Neither the curriculum, nor the textbooks are generous in this respect, however, the students can be challenged in order to build up an open attitude towards the cultural diversity by means of role-play, projects, portfolios, video watching sessions etc., thus compensating with the textbooks limitations.

The highschool curriculum does not enlarge on the concept of interculturality,  we can merely read suggestions like “awareness of national cultural identity “ or  “in a large cultural context “ which should guide the presentation of the national literary creation by reference to European backgrounds and contributions. The growth of interest towards the intercultural aspects is obvious   in the connections drawn between the Romanian literature and the universal literature, that allow exposure to practical applications which facilitate and influence the understanding of the literary texts and of the inner cognitive, ethical and esthetical values. The educational tools are mainly traditional, at times disguised in modern graphical representations but failing to open diverse cultural perspectives to the students, to develop their inquisitive attitude towards the cultural diversity of the world.


At the 9th grade level the textbooks follow the guidelines of the curriculum and challenge the students through bibliographical suggestions that include universal literary works for each of the themes under study. 


Exemples: the “family” theme  allows the teacher to extend the usual highlight of intercultural aspects to the disclosure and overcoming of prejudices and stereotypes. The family as a cultural entity, intercultural architypes, rituals are possible study topics with novels like Maitreyi by M.Eliade or Mara by I.Slavici (Art Publishing House). Literature and film overlap in interculturalitaty, as a result, the student can visualize the cultural and civilisation differences and diversity relating himself to the identity of the main characters turned into film heroes. The “journey” theme , approached in literary and non-literary texts is subject to activities of presenting/contrasting social cultural identities, that emphasize the way in which a tradition, a lifestyle and other civilisations are being built.


In the 10th grade curriculum, the Romanticism is the only literary trend to be studied in European context, the textbook published by Humanitas promoting interculturality by its bibliographical suggestions and mainly from interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary perspective. Nevertheless, it is noticeable the inconsistency of the principle applied  in approaching the literary , cultural, esthetical, historical phenomenon etc., given the significant Romanian literary works that have contributed to the shaping of a cultural identity in European context (e.g. Eminescu's romantic works , the evolution of the novel, modern drama etc.). 


The curricular guidelines and the textbook offers for the 11th and 12th grades direct  the students to the documentation and research of case studies and debates on topics like :   Latinity and  Dacism, illuminism,  the Rroma cultural profile (Țiganiada), Orient and Occident, The hybrid forms of Romanian civilisation in the middle of the 19th century,  Literary/cultural trends in European context etc.; Cultural identity in European context, The dynamics of the cultural phenomenon across the ages, with highlights on social, historical and cultural contexts from various   cultural areas.


The curriculum does not indicate the correlation of certain contents, therefore, what  eventually makes the difference is  the teacher's set of strategies aimed at applying these paradigmas by the end of highschool years and raising the students' awareness of the fact that there are no such things as superior or inferior cultures, but rather influences, connections, interferences, variations, gaps and cultural effects, thus training them to live in respect  for “the other”.

B. English language and literature

The cultural dimension seen as cultural  information, knowledge, values and behaviours  (“the Big C”), as it appears in the school curriculum for English, can be identified in 

A. themes like:


everyday living (food and drink, meal times, table manners; public holidays;working hours and practices; leisure activities (hobbies, sports, reading habits, media); 


living conditions (living standards, housing conditions etc.); 


interpersonal relations (e.g. with respect to class structure of society; family structures and relations;relations between generations;relations in work situations;relations between public and police, officials etc.); 


values, beliefs, attitudes in relation to social classes, institutions, traditions,  historical figures and events, national identity, foreign countries, peoples, politics, religion, humour etc.); 
body language (knowledge of the conventions governing such behaviour form part of the user/learner’s sociocultural competence); 


social conventions (e.g.  with regard to giving and receiving hospitality, such as

punctuality;presents;dress; behavioural and conversational conventions and taboos; length of stay;

leave-taking)


ritual behaviour in such areas as religious observances and rites, birth, marriage, death; audience and spectator behaviour at public performances and ceremonies;celebrations, festivals, dances, discos, etc. 

B. vocabulary, structures, speech acts, pronunciation and pitch patterns to express different degrees of formalitaty/ informality


The themes are supported by: genuine texts, extracts/adaptations from magazine and newspaper articles books, documents; educational texts, tailored to cover a particular lexical area;          literary texts, extracts/adapted fragments from literary masterpieces of significant British and American authors; pictures, drawings; diagrams, charts, other graphics ; audio material  (songs, interviews, conversations etc.);  video material (films, demonstrations, interviews, conversations etc.)


On the other hand, the intercultural awareness that aims at developing cultural  competences (sensitivity to diversity, openness to and acceptance of „the other”, awareness and identification of relevant cultural information, of prejudices and stereotypes, empathy, flexbility, tolerance, curiosity, apreciation of and adaptation to the values of another culture) is not explicitly stated, in a separate section with distinct objectives.


Nevertheless, at one level, the teacher's work on cultural skills is implicit and goes hand in hand with the work on the learning skills directly applied to language, which is itself an interactional skill. Cultural aspects and differences are naturally touched upon both when teaching  elements of content, vocabulary and structure and when they are necessary, relevant, interesting for the training of the students as future citizens of the world.


Methods of building up cultural competences:

-strategies of identifying significant cultural information, differences, of sharing, comparing information and experiences from one own's culture and another culture 

(learning by deduction, meditation, prediction, asumption etc);

- techniques of developing critical thinking regarding culturally biased information, prejudices, stereotypes, cultural misunderstandings and conflicts;

-developing tolerance, flexibility, respect for diversity (of opinions) through cultural projects, based on documentation and presentation and team work; 

-developing  empathy through role-plays, simulations, games, stereotypical gestures and movements;

-cultural performances: staging plays by significant British/American authors , Halloween carnivals, Christmas and Thanksgiving plays etc

-educational projects that involve cultural exchanges between a Romanian school and partner schools from abroad (letter exchange, study visits, trips, conferences etc.)

Sugestions of activities for the development of cultural competences:

ACTIVATING  CULTURAL  AWARENESS

Cultural categorisations (similitudes and differences)

 My story (who I am and where I come from), 

Who are you, teacher? ( assumptions about the teacher's cultural identity)

The ideal student (teachers from different cultures have different representations of  ”the ideal student”)

What embarrasses you? ( different perceptions of the embarassing situations)

The world as I see it (we are the center of the universe, we see the world, even its geographical representation, from our perspective)

WORDS,  METAPHORS, STORIES

Snakes in the bushes (metaphores from the animal world: the snake and the mouse in different cultures)

One woman's story (an immigrant's experience)

The quality of silence (an exploration of some meanings of silence in different cultures)

Grandpa's story (the past  is another country)

Note the difference (the culture of various Englishes through detailed awareness of people's oral expression)

CULTURAL  CONCEPTS

Icebergs (things may be hidden but they exist; discussion on cultural myth versus cultural reality

Onion ring culture (onion as cultural metaphor, relationships between products of culture and the values behind them)

Codes of conduct (exploring and explaining different codes of behaviour in everyday situations)

Walk on the wild side (students reflect on violence and the reasons for it)

“LOST” IN  UK

What strikes you in a strange culture? (cultural, shock, visitors views on UK)

Dont let me be misunderstood!(culturale differences between UK and US)

Four ways of complaining (four ways the middle-class English go about complaining)

The prince and the pauper (roleplay that allows a look at stereotypical UK class behaviours)

Softening what you say (the British English mental world of „ vague self-expression)

UK quiz (some of Britain's „vital statistics”)

C.German language and literature

         On teaching German as a modern language, the intercultural education- interkulturelle Landeskunde-, is referred to both in the lower-secondary school and high school curricula and textbooks. Therefore, throughout the German courses, developing students' cultural values and attitudes is a main objective which include:

· the development of favourable attitudes towards the German culture and civilisation and the acquisition of German cultural elements through:

· raising the students' interest in identifying some aspects related to the lives of the German children;

· stirring the students' curiosity in finding out  information on significant cultural and historical German personalities 

· identification  of similitudes and differences between the German and Romanian elements of culture and civilisation

· the willingness to accept the differences and development of tolerance by the critical approach of cultural differences and stereotypes;

· the development of interest in some social, cultural and professional aspects by studying an array of texts in German


In order to build up and develop intercultural competences among students, the following types of activities are performed in German classes:

· collection of cultural objects (magazines, pictures, postcards, labels, stickers);

· projects, theme-based albums;

· theme-based portfolios;

· presentation of cultural symbols, songs and dances;

· group activities: audio and video sessions, recitations, artistic performances, competitions;

· watching films and designing Power Point presentations;

· the use of bibliographical sources;

· group discussions;

· games (e.g. “ Map Trips”).


The textbooks authors have designed numerous genuine and attractive teaching materials for  students including pictures, photos, statistics and texts (e.g. magazine articles, literary excerpts by German authors, menus, recipes etc.

D. History
Starting from the importance of teaching history from the perspective of the today’s world, the  curriculum proposes competences, attitudes and behaviours whose goal is to respect the cultural and the national identities differences, the active support of some fundamental values such as tolerance, understanding as well as the mutual respect, democracy, human rights and so on. 

In the compulsory curriculum of the today’s Romanian education, history is mentioned as a discipline beginning with the elementary school (the IV-th grade). From the perspective of the multicultural education, in the history syllabus for the IV-th grade, one of the five main objectives proposed refers to the development of a positive attitude towards oneself and towards the others. With the help of history, during lower elementary school, there continues through a more profound thoroughgoing study, the approach initiated during primary school, reagarding the formation of a creative citizen, with abilities of social communication, verbal and non-verbal, gaining a set of values which could guide his activity and which could make a connection between the events from the past and the today’s realities, so that he can become aware of the interdependence between identity and alterity, between local and national, respectively global, between rights and responsibilities, between his ideas and his own behaviour and the socio-economic cultural situation. Among the general competences  mentioned when teaching history from the V-th to the VIII-th grade, there are also those regarding the practice of  civic democratic actions, whereas the values and the attitudes which are promoted  are the following:

· a positive relation with the others
· to respect the fundamental human rights 
· to assume the ethnical, social, religious and cultural diversity

During high-school, the purpose of the general and of the specific competences of the syllabus is to develop an independent personality which should be able to analyse, to have solutions, to accept the diversity and the dialogue, to see and to analyse the multiple perpectives of the past, as well as the sensitive and the disputed issues, to take decisions, to assume responsibilities, and to use the attitudes and the values of the democratic society.Therefore, among the specific competences which are connected  to interculturality, we can mention the following
· to be able to recognise the similarities and the differences between oneself and the others, between people and between groups of people (IX-th grade)

· the use of the intercultural dialogue (IX-th grade)

· the identification and the acceptance of interculturality (X-th grade)
·  the analysis of the social and of the cultural diversity as well as  that regarding the civilization in history, starting from the historical sources (XI-th grade)

The purpose of studying history during the XII-th and the XIII-th grade is to develop the capacity of an active integration within different socio-cultural and professional groups, using the communicative competence. At this level, the specific competences are analysed from the perspective of the education for human rights, for diversity, from the multiple  perspectives on history, regarding the sensitive and the disputed issues, the motivation, negotiation and cooperation  strategies, using the numerous sources of information. 
At  all school levels, the teaching contents refer to the evolution of the Romanian territory within the European and the international context, to the relations between the majority and the minorities and of the Romanians with “the others”. The teaching activities which are proposed, according to the competences, attitudes and the values which should be accomplished, must contribute to the removal of stereotypes, of discrimination and of the thinking automatisms, as well as to the development of the tolerant spirit.

E.Geography
Competences: 
· the formation of young people as persons who are able to appreciate different cultures, to respect and to value in a positive way the cultural differences

· the pupils should become aware of the fact that they must respect the diversity, the tolerance and the solidarity

· the understanding of the natural, human and cultural diversity of Romania, of Europe and of the world, as well as the accomplishment of connections with the information they received at other school subjects
     - the preparation of the future citizens for a harmonious life within a multicultural society.
  The contents of the curriculum: 
· in the V-th, VIII-th, X-th and XII-th grade, in the chapter called “Population and

human  settlements”, the aspects regarding the interculturality can be found by using and making connections between the specific notions such as: human races, ethnies, the linguistic structure, traditions, customs, myths, conflicts, etc

·    in the VI-th and in the VII-th grade the pupils study the Geography of the continents; therefore, the intercultural education is permanently  accomplished  through the presence of the socio-cultural aspects of each  studied coutry, by making  analogies with what is characteristic to our country
      Activities: theme trips during which the students take part to cultural events and local holidays, exhibitions, contests, festivals, musical activities, taking into consideration the fact that art is an excellent excuse and a privileged way in order to discover, to recognize and to appreciate other cultures.

F.Social-human disciplines

    In the today’s compulsory Romanian curriculum, the social-human disciplines are mentioned starting with lower seconday-school (the VII-th and the VIII-th grade). During lower seconday-school the civic culture represents a continuation, a more thorough study of the civic education of the students initiated during elementary school, what the use of a civic behaviour means within a democratic society, defined through democratic values and principles. 

Values and attitudes which are promoted :

· civic implication in the life of the community ;

· tolerance and respect regarding the social, religious, ethnic and cultural diversity;

· open to dialogue and positive relations with the others;

· self-confidence as well as confidence in others.

During high-school, the general and the specific competences of the social-human disciplies syllabus ( psychology-X-th grade, economy and sociology-XI-th grade, philosophy –XII-th grade) aim to the cooperation with the others in solving some theoretical and practical problems within different groups of people, manifesting a responsible active behaviour, proper to a continuously changing world and developing an independent personality, able to analyse, to accept the diversity,  to assume the responsibility and  make decisions. Therefore, among the specific competences which should be acquired through the social-human disciplies and from the perspective of interculturality, we can mention the following:

 -     the identification of the specific features within the intercultural society

· the manifestation  of a tolerant attitude towards the opinions of the people who belong to different cultures;

· the projection of a behaviour which supports interculturality;

· the analysis, within a team, of the methods of fighting against the intolerant attitudes and actions from school, within the family and the group of friends, from the perspective of interculturality.

      There can be established a series of intercultural competences which are necessary for solving issues of efficient interaction within educational informal environment:

· the personal involvement in extra didactic intercultural activities (trips, meetings, school festivals)
·  the formation and the maintenance of intercultural friendships;
·  the accomplishment of a personal project within intercultural context;
·  the acceptance of new members within the group to which they belong;
·   the mediation and the solving of possible intercultural conflicts within the group of students.

    Attitudes which were identified as a result of the themes which were studied:
· esteem and recognition;
· spiritual opening;
· non-evaluative attitude (to not judge the others);
· respect, reciprocity;
· epistemic attraction;
· the capacity of reorganization in a flexible way,  creative and not closed, intolerant and monotonous.
G. Elementary school

Romanian language: Customs and traditions: Santa Claus, Christmas tree, Folk theatre with masks– at Romanians and the rest of the  European countries ,
History: 

1.  People from today and from yesterday:the Dacians, the Romans, the Greeks, the Gauls, the Slave people, the Turkish( their way of life, human settlements, customs) ; Romanians, French people, Hungarians, Germans, Russians, the Serbians, Bulgarians (reciprocal influences, traditions, holidays, minority communities in Romnaia)
2. The united Europe: Flag, hymn, Europe’s day
   Geography: People and places – human settlements, communities; The people. The nation. The international community;

  Civic education: 

1. People all over the world: differences (the colour of the skinthe spoken language, religion, customs, traditions);

2. The Convention of the United Nations regarding children’s rights.
3. SUGGESTIONS AND EXAMPLES OF AN  EFFICIENT PRACTICE

a. Debates , projects, seminars  which  deal with  intercultural issues;

b. CDs and other educational materials;

c. Voluntary activities within the gypsy communities;

d. Non-formal educational programs: portfolio, educational site;

e. International educational programs and projects with intercultural support:
· World school is a project which has been going on for 12 years, having as partners countries from Europe ( among which there is also our country, Romania, “Costache Negruzzi” College from Iasi being the only participant to this project), Asia, Africa, Australia, America - a number of 25 countries- its founder being Kanto Kokusai school from Japan.According to its founders, members and participants, World School wants to be an entity without frontiers which should give the opportunity to students from high-schools and their teachers from all the continents  to meet  in order to create an ideal educational program. The students are taught to adopt a global perpective through which they could become tolerant towards the diversity, the changes,  to become responsive and responsible reagarding the big problems of the today’s world, being able to establish long-term  friendships in order to excel in a global society and to become the  tomorrow  world “leaders”. 
· INTERLINGUA project ( which is going on at the moment of speaking)-initiated by KULTUR KONTAKT Austria in a partnership with BRITISH COUNCIL Bucharest. PURPOSE: making high-school students aware of their position as a pupil, employee and citizen in a different social-culural space and the formation of the necessary  intercultural competences.
· I’m young Shakespeare project (2008); project type: Young people in action; participant countries: Turkey, Georgia, Romania, Russia. Purpose: the accomplishment of multicultural representations of the teen-agers, the development of abilities regarding life in a multicultural/intercultural society (becoming aware of its own cultural determinations, stereotypes and prejudices, their identification in others, the capacity to relativize points of view, communicational and relational abilities); the formation of attitudes such as the respect for cultural diversity, for our own cultural identity and for the others, the refuse regarding discrimination and intolerance;
· The European production of food, a transversal pedagogical  instrument in order to encourage a responsible food consumption and the protection of the environment (which is going on at the moment of speaking)-Comenius multilateral project, in partnership with schools from England, Italy, Germnay, Finland, regarding the European production of food and environment protection.
· Spring Day (which is going on at the moment of speaking) –activities: “Travelling through Europe”, “My present for Eorope” (“The tree of friendship”)
· The European Parliament (which is going on at the moment of speaking).
4. CONCLUSIONS

In the XXI-st century  we consider the intercultural approach of some aspects from today’s life as being a very pressing problem, according to the parameters of integration within the European Union, where multiculturality is one of the most important issues. 

In the curriculum the interculturality is unequally represented. The recommendations of the syllabus refer to the trangression of the literary/historical/geographical frontiers, which allow a flexible approach of the interculturality phenomenon. Nevertheless, taking into consideration the fact that there are no information regarding the culture of the minorities, we may say that the school syllabus doesn’t seem to reflect the today’s social-cultural reality, that is the fact that the majority and the minorities establish continuous intercultural relations. 

Although interculturality is an exigency of the contemporary world, neither the school syllabus, nor the textbooks are able to solve in an acceptable measure this objective; therefore, the formation of some competences must be completed by the pertinent involvment of the teacher, by choosing alternative teaching methods-case study, portfolio, projects, presentation portfolio, musical auditions, PowerPoint presentations etc-or personalized educational offers.


Interculturality can’t be considered itself a purpose, but it can become a favourable one when, as a result of the cultures intersection, the students are able to acquire an attitude of respect and of positive valorisation of the ethnic, race and cultural differences.  
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