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NEEDS ANALYSIS OF ENGLISH INTERCULTURAL COMPETENCE
FEATURES BELIEVED TO BE IMPORTANT BY EFL STUDENTS AT
MARANATHA CHRISTIAN UNIVERSITY
By

Fenty Lidya Siregar and Henni

Abstract

The present paper aims at discussing what features of English intercultural competence
are believed to be important for Indonesian EFL learners to be successful English
learners and in an international communication. The research participants are 113
learners currently enrolling in D3 (Diploma Three) English program and English
Literature program (BA in English Literature) at Maranatha Christian University. In
order to gain data for the present study, a questionnaire containing open and closed
questions was administered to the participants. A descriptive statistical analysis was
conducted to answer some questions raised in the study. The findings shows that most
of the students learn English to be able to communicate with both native speakers of
English (such as Americans British, Australians) and non-native speakers of English
(such as Malaysians, Singaporeans, Indians) and they think that it is important to gain
intercultural competence as well as knowing non-native varieties of English.
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1. Introduction
English has only a status as a foreign language in Indonesia. However, it can be
noticed that English is now widely used in business field in Indonesia due to a lot of

Indonesians who have an export and import business with foreigners from Asian



countries such as Singapore, Malaysia, Thailand, the Philippines and Taiwan.
Therefore, there is a big possibility that when Indonesian bankers sit down to discuss
business with their Filipino or Thai counterparts, they will use English to communicate
(Kirkpatrick, 2006). Thus, it is also possible that the English used in the communication
might be influenced by their culture and variety of English. Currently, the Englishes
taught and learned in Indonesia are British or American English, both “inner circle”
varieties. There is also a presence of Australian English; however, compared to
American and British English, Australian English has less prestige except perhaps with
students returning from studying there (Lauder, 2008). In other words, most of time in
the practice of teaching English, the English cultures taught are only about the major
English-speaking nations. It indicates that at this moment Indonesian EFL learners have
not been exposed to both non-native varieties of English (NNVE) and their culture
which the learners might often face. Hence, they might have a big difficulty to have a
successful intercultural communication with other speakers of NNVE.

In addition, in order to make the Indonesian EFL learners be successful in an
intercultural communication, the goal of learning and teaching English in Indonesia
should not be communicative competence (CC) anymore. It may not be adequate to
enable Indonesian EFL learners communicate well with other EFL learners from other
countries or other speakers of NNVE. It is due to the notion of CC which uses native
speakers as the role model and contains inner circle cultures. Alptekin (2002) and
Coperias (2002) also question the validity of communicative competence which focus is
on native speakers’ competence in the target language setting. Alptekin (2002) states
that the traditional notion of communicative competence is a utopian concept due to the

existence of inner, outer, and expanding circles in a globalised globe. Besides, Byram



and Zarate (1994) also challenge the firmly-held assumptions that the aim of foreign
language teaching and learning is to imitate the native speaker. They are against that
idea as they think that it implies “abandoning one social identity in favour of another,
and partly because native speakers do not “know” their culture any more than they can
be said to “know” their language. EFL learners will always appear as an inferior
language users if they are compared to native speakers of English. Consequently, they
will somewhat run the risk of being the weaker part in the conversation (Bryam &
Zarate, 1994). In relation to the facts, it can be concluded that the aim of learning
English must be attaining intercultural communicative competence (ICC). According to
Bryam and Fleming (1998, p12), ICC involves one’s understanding of the differences in
interactional norms between different speech communities and his/her ability to
“reconcile or mediate between different modes present.” Moreover, according to writers
in the fields of World Englishes (WE) such as Kachru, Rajagopalan, and Widdowson,
English is not anymore “owned” by any particular culture but it belongs to the world at
large; therefore, it is necessary for one to be exposed to non-native varieties so that
he/she can truly gain intercultural competence of English (as cited in Cortazzi & Jin,
1999, p. 198 and in Siregar, 2009). It is obvious then, that to perform successfully in
situations in which there are cultural differences, EFL learners need to develop
intercultural communicative competence (Alptekin, 2002). This situation has indirectly
urged the need of increasing the Indonesian EFL learners’ awareness of developing their
intercultural communicative competence and learning new varieties of Englishes which
they might encounter in the future.

The present paper aims at discussing what features of English intercultural

competence are believed to be important for EFL learners to be successful English



learners in an international communication. What the research tries to find out is
formulated in the following research questions:

1. What is the goal of the students in learning English?

2. What features of intercultural competence are believed to be important by the
students?

3. How can the EFL teaching and learning be adjusted to support students’ intercultural

competence development?

2. Methodology
2.1 Participants

A total of 113 MCU students from six different classes participated in this study.
There were 59 males and 54 females. Their average age was between 17 and 25. They
were either studying at D3 English Programme or at the English Department.
2.2 Data gathering procedure

To gain data needed for the current research, need analysis questionnaires were

distributed in two weeks to 6 different classes. It was done from 18 May until 28 May.
It took about 10 to 15 minutes for each participant to answer the questionnaire.
2.3 Data analysis

To answer the research questions stated in the introduction, five features of
intercultural competence were included in the questionnaire. There were also some
questions regarding learning materials to gain knowledge about non-native varieties of
English and culture, varieties of Englishes that are important to be learnt or known, and

kinds of culture knowledge that the participants are interested in.



2.4 Statistical treatment

The data from the questionnaire were analyzed and coded. For part one every
answer was noted as one score. For part B, the scores ranged from 1 to 5. Thus, the
strongly agree statement would be scored 5, agree statement 4, neither agree or disagree
3, disagree 2, and strongly disagree 1. The statistical analysis was conducted using
SPSS. Regarding the answers of the open-ended questions, the answers were also coded

and summarized.

3. Result and discussion

Table 1 shows the students’ goal of learning English and their knowledge of
NNVE. It can be seen that almost 75 percents of the students learn English to be able to
communicate with both native speakers of English (such as Americans British,
Australians) and non-native speakers of English (such as Malaysians, Singaporeans,
Indians, Thais). There are only 17 percents of the students who learn English to be able
to communicate with native speakers of English (examples: American, British,
Australian) and less than 9 percents of the students who learn English for varied reasons
such as to get a job, a degree, and basic skills of English.

Table 1
The goal of learning English and the knowledge of NNVE

No Part A-Statement F %

1 My goal in learning English is to:

a. be able to communicate with native speakers of English (examples: 19
American 16.81

b. be able to communicate with both native speakers of English (such 84
as Americans British, Australians) and non-native speakers of English
(such as Malaysians, Singaporeans, Indians, Thais) 74.34

c. other 10 8.85

2  Have you known or learnt about non- native varieties of English (such 2 1.77




as Philippines English, Singapore English, Malaysia English, Indian
English) before?

a. Yes 46 40.71

b. No 67 59.29

The findings indicate that the students’ goal in learning English is to gain
intercultural communicative competence; therefore, there is a need for teachers,
language educators, and language policy makers to develop and facilitate learners’
learning to reach their goal. The findings also suggest that some of the current
Indonesian students have instrumental motivation. They learn English so that they can
gain practical benefits for their future which is a common phenomenon found in an EFL
setting (Siregar, 2009; Siregar, 2010). Besides, it can be noticed clearly that there are
more students who have not known or learnt NNVE than those who have. Only slightly
over 40% of the students have known or learnt NNVE and almost 60% of the students
have not. Thus, the findings suggest that although most of the students learn English to
be able to communicate with both native and non-native speakers of English, only few
of them have known or learnt NNVE. It means there is a need to adjust the current
English material to meet the students’ need.

Figure 1. The sources of students’ non-native of English knowledge and culture
knowledge
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Figure 1 shows the sources of students’ non-native of English knowledge and
culture knowledge. The data show that most students gain the knowledge of culture and
non-native varieties of English from movies and television shows. More than 80
percents of the students obtain culture knowledge from movies. There are nearly 75
percents of the students who gain culture knowledge from television shows. Slightly
over 30 percents and exactly 25 percents of the students obtain culture knowledge from
movies and television, respectively. This finding is similar to the previous finding of
Siregar’s research (2008) on Asian graduate students who study in a private university
in the Philippines.

The participants of this current study also state that they get most of their culture
and NNVE knowledge from movies and television shows. In other words, the current
results also suggest that movie and television are found to be effective means to gain the
knowledge of culture and NNVE. This finding supports Arthur (1999), who states that
films can provide learners with much valuable information, for example, getting to
know different cultures and learning about different perceptions toward some
phenomena. In other words, movies contain lots of cross-cultural value and offer
linguistic diversity and can be used as an effective means in developing students’ IC.
Besides, Figure 1 presents that only 15 % of the students get culture knowledge from
handouts and less than 5 % of the students know or learn NNVE from handouts. This
fact indicates that the current material used in MCU has not adequately provided the
students with the knowledge of culture and NNVE. Thus, it is important for MCU
English teachers to add some new material which can fulfill the students’ need.

Figure 2. The Non-Native Varieties of English



Figure 2 presents the non-native varieties of English that the students are
interested learn. It can be noticed that Singaporean and Hong Kong Englishes have
higher percentages than other non-native varieties of English. Exactly 65% of the
students are interested to learn Singaporean English and almost 35% of the students
have an interest to learn Hong Kong English. Surprisingly, less the 15% of the students
would like to learn Malaysian English. It might be because Indonesian and Malay
languages are almost similar so that the students can simply use Indonesian to
communicate with Malaysian. Besides, concerning the reasons for the NNVE to be
important to learn, the students mention three points. Firstly, most of the students say
that they may travel to those NNVE speaking countries someday in the future. The
second reason is that they want to continue their studies in those countries, and the third

is they want to do business with the people from those countries in the future.

Figure 3. Students’ Interest of kinds of Culture knowledge
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Figure 3 presents the kinds of culture knowledge that the students are interested
in. It can be noticed that most students want to learn about food, holidays, festivals and
clothing. Almost 80% of the students show their interest in learning about food, nearly
75% of the students want to know about holidays, more than 63% of the students are
interested in learning about festivals, and almost 40% of the students would like to learn
about clothing. On the other hand, the part of culture which obtains the smallest
percentage is proverbs: less than 10 percents of students want to learn proverbs. It
seems that the students are more interested in knowing more about the culture that they
can appreciate empirically through their five senses. They are not really interested in
pragmatic and social values of different cultures.

Figure 4. Intercultural Competence
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Figure 4 shows the students’ opinion about what features of intercultural
competence are important for intercultural communication. It can be noticed clearly that
all features of intercultural competence, namely, savoir étre, savoirs, savoir
comprendre, savoir apprendre/faire, and savoir s’engager, have mean scores above 3.5.
Savoirs refers to the knowledge of a) social groups and their products and practices in
one’s own and in one’s interlocutor’s country, and b) of the general processes of
societal and individual interaction (Byram, 2003, p. 62). This knowledge obtains the
highest mean score which is almost 4.4. Savoir apprendre/faire is related to one’s
ability to a) acquire new knowledge of a culture and cultural practices and b) operate
knowledge, attitudes and skills under the constraints of real-time communication and
interaction (Byram, 2003, p. 62). This ability is in the second rank with its mean score
of 4.2. The third rank is taken by savoir étre, which is related to one’s attitudes and
values consisting curiosity, openness, and readiness to suspend disbelief about other
cultures, and belief about one’s own (Byram, 2003, p. 62).This attitude has the exact
score of 4. Savoir comprendre, is concerned with one’s skills of interpreting and

relating, whereas savoir s’engager is connected to one’s ability to evaluate critically and
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on the basis of explicit criteria of perspectives, practices and products in one’s own and
other cultures and countries (Byram, 2003, p. 62). Both of them gain the scores more
than 3.7 and exactly 3.7 respectively. Therefore, these mean scores suggest that the
students agree with Cortazzi’s and Jin’s (1999) statement about the importance of
intercultural competence for successfully involving in an intercultural communication.

Figure 5. The existence and knowledge of NNVE, and chance of meeting NNVE
speakers
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Figure 5 presents the students’ opinion about the existence of NNVE, the need
of learning NNVE, and the chance of meeting NNVE speakers. The feature with the
highest mean score is about students’ awareness of the existence of NNVE. The result
suggests that the students realize the existence of variants of Englishes outside the inner
circle. To most of the students, this knowledge leads to their awareness of the need to
get acquainted with the NNVE and the awareness that they might have a chance to
engage in English communication with non-native speakers of English more than with
native speakers of English. This findings support Graddol’s (1997) statement that over

80% of the interactions in English take place in the absence of a native speaker and the
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statements of Kachru, Rajagopalan, and Widdowson about the need of exposing EFL
learners to NNVE to help them become intercultural speakers (as cited in Cortazzi &

Jin, 1999 p. 198 and in Siregar, 2009).

4. Conclusion, implications and suggestions

Based on the above discussion, it can be concluded that the students’ goal in
learning English is not to gain communicative competence, but to gain intercultural
communicative competence. Most of the students believe that intercultural competence
is important to acquire. The students are also aware that English has some varieties and
they are interested in learning some of the NNVE such as Singaporean and Hong Kong
English. However, they still have limited sources to get knowledge of culture and
NNVE. They also claim to have gained most of their culture and NNVE knowledge
from movies and TV shows. Thus, English teachers in MCU can make use of movies
and TV shows more in their teaching especially when exposing NNVE together with
their related cultures to their students.

Concerning the features of intercultural competence believed to be important by
the students, both Byram’s and Chamber’s theories are approved. The students think
that they need to know the differences between their own cultures and other cultures,
appreciate cultural diversity, which includes unfamiliar behavior resulting from the
cultural differences. They also think that they should be able to use their intercultural
knowledge to solve communication problems and evaluating the thoughts, actions and
products from other cultures. The students also believe that to become intercultural

speakers, they should be aware of the existence of NNVE, possess knowledge of the
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NNVE as they may get a chance to interact with NNVE speakers more than with native
speakers of English.

In relation to the present EFL teaching in Indonesia, the findings suggest that
there should be some adjustments made in English teaching especially in MCU English
teaching. The adjustments can be done in the curriculum and will surely affect the
objectives of each lesson, choices of material, and other related things. The adjustments
should also enable teachers to produce Indonesian intercultural speakers. In other
words, Indonesian EFL teaching should be able to provide students with “a willingness
to relativise one’s own values, beliefs and behaviours, not to assume that they are the
only possible and naturally correct ones, and to be able to see how they might look from
the perspective of an outsider who has a different set of values, beliefs and behaviours”
(Byram, Nichols, & Stevens 2001, p.5). With such a goal, Kramsch (1998) suggests that
“foreign language pedagogy must go beyond learning ‘about’ a culture’s rituals and
histories and engage the learner in a reflective experience of the dialectic between
language and culture.” He also says, “The responsibility of the language teacher is to
teach culture as it is mediated through language, not as it is studied by social scientists
and anthropologists” (p. 31).

Regarding the future research, it is very advisable to conduct a similar project
which involves a larger number of students with different kinds of educational
backgrounds and a group of related teachers, educators, and language policy makers. An
interview can also be used as a useful means to gain more data from the participants.
This recommended study might be able to yield some promising and interesting findings
regarding the goal of students in learning English and the necessary steps to assist the

students to reach their goal.
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