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What is Intercultural Competence? 

 

INTERCULTURALITY 

 

The need for language competence in a global society touches every sector of life. From career 

preparation in an international workforce to citizen diplomacy and national defense to one’s role in a 

social or virtual community, communication across cultures is the key. Learners today must have the 

linguistic proficiency to communicate with global audiences, insight into the cultural perspectives that 

shape those audiences, and the ability to behave appropriately in a variety of cultural contexts. The 

following series of can-do statements organized around the language proficiency levels (2012 ACTFL 

Proficiency Guidelines) guide learners in their development of such linguistic and intercultural 

competences. 

 

Intercultural competence, therefore, is the demonstration of interaction between the use of language skills 

and cultural knowledge. The national Standards for Foreign Language Learning in the 21st Century 

highlights the need for learners to understand the relationship between a culture’s perspectives and its 

products and practices. A culture’s perspectives reflect the values, beliefs and attitudes of its people. 

Through contact with products (i.e., monuments, laws, music, etc.) developed by a culture and practices 

(eating habits, shopping behaviors, use of space, etc.) demonstrated by its people, we come to 

understand the perspectives (i.e., values, attitudes, beliefs, etc.) of a people. 

 

Demonstrating intercultural competence requires both the ability to use the language and behave 

appropriately in cultural contexts. This may be particularly challenging for learners in the early stages of 

language learning who may not have the linguistic skill to address cultural perspectives in the language of 

study. It is the responsibility of all those who facilitate language learning, be they teachers in FLES, 

immersion, middle/high school, virtual or after-school programs, to provide opportunities for learners to 

experience language and culture together. Learners and educators must recognize that language and 

culture are inseparable. This requires the near exclusive use of the language of study. Thus, as language 

proficiency grows, so will intercultural competence. 

 

Just as the proficiency level can-do statements of novice, intermediate, advanced, and superior are 

cumulative in nature for language competencies, they are cumulative for intercultural competencies as 

well. Learners demonstrate evidence of novice-level competencies first, then add evidence of 

intermediate-level competencies and so forth. They continually add to their repertoire as they move up 

the proficiency continuum, applying knowledge of products and practices before developing and applying 

an understanding of perspectives. The interaction of language and cultural competencies thus results in 

interculturality. 

 

Unlike the language benchmarks and indicators, the interculturality can-do statements are not divided into 

low, mid, and high sublevels. Learners are expected to demonstrate the interculturality benchmarks when 

they have demonstrated the highest language proficiency sublevel. For example, learners who have 

demonstrated novice high language competencies should also be demonstrating the novice level 

interculturality competencies. 
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