
 

Intercultural 
Learning 

R A Q U E L  R I V E R A  B I A L A S ,  
I N T E R N A T I O N A L  M A S T E R  A D U L T  

E D U C A T I O N  F O R  S O C I A L  C H A N G E



(Civitillo, et al., 2017, p. 1)

....“One inescapable aspect of a globalized world 
is the intensification of cultural diversity in 
society. For many countries, a crucial challenge is 
to develop a social climate where cultural 
diversity is respected and seen as a resource 
rather than a burden or a threat for peaceful 
coexistence” 

Intercultural learning has the 

potential for social 

transformation



Intercultural experience, & learning  

 

tStudying, traveling, living and/or working in a different country that one’s own, is an experience that more and more people have 

the opportunity to do, or even in some cases have no other choice. Therefore, cultural diversity is increasing rapidly in places such 

as Estonia and in Europe overall. I myself am one of these individuals that has had the opportunity to study and live abroad. As in 

international student at Tallinn University, I did my placement at Vestifex, an organization located in Narva that promotes adult 

education and much more. In this presentation I intend to share some of the most relevant learnings of my experience, focusing on 

intercultural learning as it was the common thread throughout the experience. Inviting you to reflect on your own intercultural 

experiences, your interactions with people for different countries, ethnic groups or cultures, to learn from others experience, their 

different backgrounds and to understand their beliefs and find common values, to explore new languages and embrace the 

challenge of learning from diversity. As “the ability to understand and communicate with each other across all kinds of cultural 

divisions is a fundamental prerequisite for making such societies (with increased diversity) work”. (Huber & Reynolds, 2014, p. 9).

 



 

CULTURAL 
DIVERSITY

 

TWO WAYS OF 
APPROCHING 



Multiculturalism
What does it mean?

Is an "approach that focuses on the preservation of different 
cultures or cultural identities within a united society, as a state 
or nation, is a policy focused on sharing a territory and living 
next to each other, without necessarily interacting with each 
other". (Nestian Sandu & Lyamouri-Bajja, 2018, p. 20). 
 
This approach although aims for tolerance, can enforce 
stereotypes and discrimination instead of enhancing social 
relationships among different groups, or promoting social 
change. 
 
 
 
 



Interculturalism
What does it mean?

 
 

Focusses on cross cultural dialogue,  and intercultural 
learning. It requires "understanding the complexity of cultural 
groups and the intricate connections" (Nestian Sandu & 
Lyamouri-Bajja, 2018, p. 21).  Different for multiculturalism, 
where the cultural divisions are clearly stated  intercultural 
approach  goes beyond just l identifying  cultural differences  
but rather aims for understanding and "engaging with them 
and using this knowledge to create new meanings and 
narratives" (Nestian Sandu & Lyamouri-Bajja, 2018, p. 21).
 
 



I N T E R C U L T U R A L  E X P E R I E N C E
What we can detect and what we should pay attention to when 

sharing with others of different cultures

Stereotypes Perceptions

Way in which one 
observers, understands 

and interperts a situation, 
or action,  'mental 

impression'. 

A stereotype is “an image 
in our mind”, that 

determines how we come 
to hold certain beliefs about 
a person, just because that 
person belongs to a certain 

group.

“Set of shared characteristics that 
gives to a person the sense of 

belonging to a certain community” 
(Cunha & Gomes, 2009) Together 

with lifestyles, "ways of living 
together, value systems, traditions 

and beliefs” (UNESCO, 2002)

Culture

(Nestian Sandu & Lyamouri-Bajja, 2018)



o

 

Example of 
outsider's 
perceptions

Narva- 
Estonia



When working and living with people from different cultural and 
social backgrounds there are some basic lessons that one should 
consider in order to avoid misunderstanding.
 
 Also,  identifying similarities and differences is a good first step to 
understanding a different culture, but it is crucial to go deeper 
and develop certain competences (skills, knowledge and attitudes) 
if one intends to truly make the most of the intercultural 
experience.

Developing 
Competences
 

Tallinn, Estonia



 

 

 

1- Don’t assume sameness.

2- Understand that what you perceived to be normal behavior may only be cultural.

3- Realize that familiar behaviors have different meanings.

4- Recognizing a behavior is not the same as understanding it.

 

Seven Lessons Toward Cross - Cultural Understanding  (Start, 1994)

Tallinn, Estonia



 

 

 

5- Don’t assume that what you meant is what was understood.

6- Don’t assume that what you understood is what was meant.

7- Most people do behave rationally; you just have to discover the rationale!

Seven Lessons Toward Cross - Cultural Understanding  (Start, 1994)

Riga, Latvia 



I N T E R C U L T U R A L  
C O M P E T E N C E S

Skills, knowledge and attitudes 

Empathy, Respect & 

Tolerance

Breaking stereotypes, racism, 
resentment, and misunderstanding ...we 

are humans above all

Communication 

awareness

Different language, different 
communication style

Self and others

cultural awareness

Identifying, understanding , accepting  
cultural similarities and differences and 

reflecting on them. 



 

Latvia, 
Estonia, 
Croacia, 
Slovakia,
Slovenia

 

Youth work, 
international 

workshop

An example of an opportunity to develop intercultural 
competences was an international workshop, where young 
people from different countries worked together to co-create 
knowledge and shearch for solutions to shared problems 
across countries. 
 
 By explaining their personal context, identifying  similarities 
and differences, sharing experiences,  evaluating the 
different situations from different cultural and social 
perspectives, participants where marginal to all cultures and 
therefore could create propose a new reality (Nestian Sandu 
& Lyamouri-Bajja, 2018)  



 

Globalization: 
expanding 
connections, 
expanding    
knowledge

 



How are countries like Estonia 

benefiting from a globalized world?

Partnerships among universities, educational institutions, 

governments and private companies such as  Mektory 

increase the opportunity for cultural and knowledge 

exchange. As physical and communication barriers 

decrease, the spaces for both students and professionals 

from different countries and backgrounds to participate 

and propose solutions or products for common needs 

increases. 

Such partnerships implies the establishment of  relationship 

with different cultures, and promotes intercultural group 

work. 

 

 



 

While living in Tallinn, traveling to Narva, and participating in different educational activities  it became 

evident to me that Estonia is greatly developing in technological knowledge and resources , but although 

efforts are made to train people in intercultural learning and invitation for foreigners to study in Estonia and  

learn about Estonia, there is still opportunity to enhance intercultural learning among citizens, promoting 

guided activities that will allow dialogue and interacting between Estonians and foreigners. 
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