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Background 

• Department of Languages at the OU founded in 1991

• 1st courses presented:  French, 1995;  German, 1997;  

Spanish, 1999; Italian, 2007; English for Business, May 

2008; Welsh,  November 2008; Chinese, November 

2009; EAP online, February 2010; pre-MBA English, 

May 2010; intermediate Italian, February 2011



Background 2

• offers courses from beginners’ to graduate level in 

French, German, Spanish

• Certificates, Diplomas and BA Modern Language 

Studies (B30)

• over 9000 students in 2010

• Open-entry policy 
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Project

• Explores intercultural communicative competence in a 

distance language learning programme at the OU

• Based on two cohorts of learners of German: beginners 

and advanced

• Adult learners (average age of language students: 44)



Research hypothesis

• Adult learners at a distance can gain additional 

intercultural communicative competence through the 

study of a standardised module with pre-prepared 

materials that aim to enhance their intercultural 

communicative competence



Methodology

• Quantitative and qualitative

• Quantitative: especially designed questionnaires for the 

two cohorts, sent at beginning and after end of module

• Semi-structured interviews with a sample of  students 

from both cohorts

• Using framework of intercultural communicative 

competence (Byram, 1997): five savoirs



Methodology

Savoir être: relativising self, valuing other (curiosity and 
openess, ability to decentre)

Savoirs: knowledge of self and other, of interaction, 
individual and societal

Savoir comprendre: skills of interpreting and relating

Savoir apprendre/faire: skills of discovery and/or 
interaction

Savoir s’enager: political education, critical cultural 
awareness

- (Byram, 1997: 34)



Data collection

• beginners: 

• Pre-course questionnaire (n:500), return rate 49% 

(n:243)

• Post-course questionnaire (n:243), return rate: 51% 

• (n: 123)

• Advanced:

• Pre-course questionnaire (n:132), return rate: 44% 

• (n: 58)

• Post-course questionnaire (n:58), return rate: 52% 

• (n:30)



Data collection (2)

• Semi-structured telephone interviews

• Sample of six students per cohort

• Conducted after  the end of the course

• Questions were identical for both cohorts

• Interviews were recorded, transcribed and analyzed, 

using the ICC framework



Data collection (3)
• Questions covered all five savoirs

• Savoir  être: cultural identity (own and German-speaking 

people, differences in daily lives, own behaviour when 

meeting German-speaking people).

• Savoirs: social etiquette, misunderstandings

• Savoir comprendre: commonly held stereotypes  about 

the British, about the Germans/Swiss/Austrians, reasons 

for these

• Savoir apprendre/faire: how to keep up-to-date with 

current affairs in German-speaking countries

• Savoir s’eengager: stance of newspapers in UK and 

German-speaking countries



Findings

• Beginners (pre-course):

• Contact with German-speaking countries: 59% holidays, 

films and TV (35%), friends and relatives in German-

speaking countries (33%)

• Reason for studying: for pleasure and interest (79%), 

wanting to speak German while visiting the country 

(72%), intellectual challenge (65%)

• Gaining credit for a qualification: about 50%

• About 90% of the students classified themselves as 

British



Findings

• Beginners (post-course):

• Knowledge gain (85%):

• Geography (77%)

• Customs, rituals and celebrations (54%)

• Different ways of speaking German (including dialects, 

accents, formality (26%)

• Attitudinal change: 24% ‘Yes’, 76% ‘No’



Findings

• Role of the course materials in attitudinal change:

• ‘’To a large extent I think it is impossible to study a 

language without gaining at least some insight into the 

people who speak it and the countries where it is 

spoken’

• “I only really knew about the stereotypical German 

before the course, so had no real knowledge about 

Germans (as I don’t believe in stereotypes!). The course 

has broadened my understanding of German culture 

and people.”



Findings

• “I have always loved and enjoyed Germany and German 

people. I do not need to change my opinion about them.”

• “I never had any attitudes about Germans in the first 

place.”



Findings

• Advanced (pre-course):

• Contact with German-speaking countries: 64% had lived 

in a German-speaking country (3 weeks to 23 years), 

62% travelled regularly, 76% had German-speaking 

relatives and friends, 31% had business contacts

• Reasons for studying: consolidate and extend 

proficiency in language (86%), as part of an OU degree 

(74%), distance learning (59%)

• About 90% identified themselves as British



Findings

• Advanced  (pre- and post-course)

• Knowledge gain (97%)

• Also evident in the comparison of responses to eight 

areas of questions about gain in cultural knowledge 

(mirroring the themes of the course)



Findings
• Qualitative data (beginners)

• Defining German identity: “it’s so diverse now, I would 

find that very difficult  to define ..’; “they have a slightly 

different sense of humour from ours .. They have a 

different attitude to health than the attitude that we have 

…’

• Similarities and differences: “ … people in Germany do 

not do things that people in Britain would do [on 

Sundays]”

• various examples of knowledge gain: “I wasn’t aware 

that there were people in South America who spoke 

German”



Findings

• “ ... One of the things that struck me was that they had 

some of the same problems that we have of modern life 

... [I] suppose for most of my life Germany has been an 

example of full employment and economic growth and I 

hadn’t realized that there was unemployment in 

Germany.”



Findings

• Stereotypes about the British: mostly not existing, or 

football hooliganism, heavy drinking

• Stereotypes about the Germans: lack of sense of 

humour, efficient and well organised, put beach towels 

on sun loungers, impolite, do not queue

• No stereotypes about Austrians/Swiss were identified

• “I think it very likely with our education system, half the 

young people don’t know that Austria exists”



Findings

• Information – through British media mainly

• Stance of newspapers – variety of answers, 

interviewees acknowledged that due to their level of 

proficiency they would be unlikely to be able to 

recognize such stances in media from German-speaking 

countries



Findings

• Qualitative data (advanced)

• Defining German identity: “Well, there isn’t one single 

one”

• “… it seems to come out quite strongly that it was a 

country of … various regions”

• “ … the idea of Sonderweg, the fact that they didn’t have 

the same sort of revolution within the country that 

enabled France to shake free of its aristocracy …”

• “West Germans, in general, seem to be much more 

confident, and East Germans actually more like the 

English … unassuming and … modest”



Findings

• “they have a work culture. It starts when you get there 

and it stops when you leave. There is a very clear divide 

between the two.”

• “They seem to have more sense of traditional culture.”

• Adapting behaviour: “You are unlikely to launch into 

some discussion about politics that you might do with 

somebody from Britain.”



Findings

• Wide range of perceived knowledge gain: history, 

migration, German language

• Misunderstandings: “Over the sense of humour. I used 

to find that quite frequently I would burst out laughing 

when they saw no reason to laugh.”

• Difference in behaviour: “People {in Germany] would 

pretend that the birthday wasn’t  happening until the day. 

Which is quite strange because the Brits will say ‘many 

happy returns for tomorrow because I won’t be able to 

see you tomorrow’ and that just can’t happen in 

Germany.”



Findings

• Stereotypes about the British: “We drink Guinness all the 

time ... Our food is terrible”

• “probably that we are lazy and somewhat disorganised 

... quite laid back”; “reserved, with fixations about 

conversations about the weather”

• Stereotypes about the Germans: “[the media] still tend to 

hark back to two World Wars, one World Cup.”

“humourless”, “very orderly and disciplined, militaristic’

• Stereotypes about the Austrians – based on the images 

of the Sound of Music, cake, lederhosen, holiday image



Findings

• Information about current affairs: wide variety of both 

English and German resources, Internet, newspapers, 

discussions with German friends and colleagues

• Stance in a newspaper: elaborated answers



Discussions

• Difference in motivation for studying German

• Both cohorts focused on language but not on culture to 

varying degrees: “Had I wished to learn about German 

culture or geography – I would have chosen a different 

course.”

• Advanced learners brought more varied experience and 

knowledge of German-speaking countries

• Courses had improved knowledge about German-

speaking countries

• 25% beginners and 50% advanced - change in attitude



Discussion

• Savoir être √

• Savoirs √

• Savoir comprendre √

• Savoir apprendre/faire √?

• Savoir s’engager √??

• But: adult learners bring a wide range of life experience 

to their study which is not prominently reflected in any of 

the five savoirs



Conclusion

• Adult learners can acquire additional intercultural 

competence through such a course

• Empirical data 

• Adults language learners at a distance as under-

researched area

• How to capture ‘life experience’ in an educational 

context?

• Language and culture learning 

• Role of the course materials

• Role of the instructors 



Thank you

U.Baumann@open.ac.uk


