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Section 1: Purpose of the Module

Intercultural Communication 
in Adult Learning



Purpose and Objectives

This module equips the learners and educators with skills to 

navigate cultural differences and communicate effectively across 

diverse groups

They will explore how intercultural communication fosters 

inclusivity in adult education.

We have put an emphasis supporting socially and economically 

disadvantaged learners through culturally sensitive approaches.

Learn to implement practices that encourage empathy, 

understanding, and collaboration among learners from various 

cultural backgrounds.



Module 2: Learning Objectives

By completing Module 2, you will:

• Understand the key principles of intercultural communication and its 
importance in fostering an inclusive learning environment.

• Develop practical strategies to navigate cultural differences and promote 
effective communication with diverse learner groups.

• Gain skills in fostering empathy, respect, and understanding across cultural 
divides, helping you create a welcoming atmosphere for all learners.

• Learn to adapt your teaching methods and communication styles to better 
support socially and economically disadvantaged learners.

• Reflect on your own cultural assumptions and biases, and learn how to 
address these to improve your intercultural competence in the classroom.

• Gain the tools necessary to evaluate and continuously improve your 
communication practices to ensure ongoing inclusivity and engagement.



2
Understanding Multicultural 
Communication



What is Intercultural 
Communication?

Intercultural communication involves meaningful 
exchange across cultural differences; it is more than 
translation; it is a two-way dialogue.

• Founded on empathy, respect, and openness: we 
view differences as enriching rather than threatening.

• Goal: mutual understanding and a sense of belonging 
among all participants. It’s an ever-evolving skill set 
that grows with experience.

• Key insight: Motivation matters! If we approach 
cultural interactions with genuine curiosity and 
openness, we greatly enhance mutual understanding.



Why Intercultural 
Communication? (Relevance)

• Adult learning classrooms are increasingly 
multicultural across Europe, bringing varied 
languages, customs, and perspectives.

• Miscommunication or cultural misunderstandings 
can hinder learner confidence and engagement.

• Educators need cultural sensitivity and 
understanding to manage language barriers, diverse 
norms, and trauma in learners.

• Culturally responsive teaching creates a sense of 
safety and belonging, improving learner well-being 
and class cohesion (SOURCE: epale.ec.europa.eu)

https://epale.ec.europa.eu/en/blog/educators-forefront-cultural-integration


Multicultural: 

Intercultural: 

Cross-cultural: 

Interaction between different cultures, often by translating or comparing 
them. Tends to have one dominant culture framework and provides short-
term understanding without deeper change.

Presence of multiple cultures in one environment (a fact of diversity). 
Cultures coexist but may not interact or integrate with each other.

Dynamic long-term exchange between cultures, driven by mutual respect 
and the desire to understand and belong with each other. All groups learn 
from each other, leading to growth and shared understanding.

1

2

3

Key Terms: Multicultural, Cross-Cultural, Intercultural



Wise words!

"Intercultural communication is not about speaking 

different languages; it's about understanding 

different worlds.“

Unkown



Emma’s Challenge (Educator Perspective)
Emma is an adult educator teaching a diverse group of learners in a 
community college. Early in the term, she notices some communication 
hurdles: a few learners (especially those for whom the instruction 
language is second-language) remain silent in discussions, and one learner 
seems uneasy with direct eye contact.

Initially, Emma worries that they are disengaged. In one session, a 
misunderstanding arises – Emma used a humorous slang phrase which a 
learner from abroad took literally, leading to embarrassment.
Emma decides to apply an intercultural lens. 

She reflects on how her own communication style might be affecting her 
students. In subsequent classes, Emma makes changes: she avoids slang 
and explains any colloquial terms; she allows alternative ways for learners 
to contribute (like writing responses on cards or in an online forum for 
those shy to speak up); she learns that in some cultures, avoiding eye 
contact with a teacher is a sign of respect, not disengagement. By 
understanding these differences, Emma adjusts her expectations.

Story 

What can 
we learn 
from this
story?



Outcome: 

The previously quiet students gradually open up through 
written feedback and small group activities. 

The class miscommunication incidents drop. Emma’s class 
becomes more interactive and comfortable, with every 
learner feeling valued. 

Emma’s story highlights that educators often need to adapt 
their style – through awareness and small adjustments, 
cultural barriers in communication can be overcome, 
creating a more inclusive classroom for all.

Story 

What can 
we learn 
from this
story?
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Understanding Types 
of Culture 



Surface Culture vs. Deep Culture

• Surface culture: Visible elements like food, fashion, 
festivals, famous figures, and flags. These are the 
easily seen aspects of culture 

• Deep (internal) culture: Invisible values, beliefs, 
norms, and thought patterns that underlie 
behaviours. Often unconscious and learned 
implicitly through experience.

• Implication for educators: Don’t stop at 
celebrating surface culture. To truly connect, 
engage with underlying values and social norms. 
Explain why people behave as they do, not just 
what they do

(source: epale.ec.europa.eu)

Understanding deeper cultural 
contexts helps prevent 

misunderstandings and breaks 
down “us vs. them” attitudes.

https://epale.ec.europa.eu/en/blog/intercultural-learning-adult-education


Building Empathy and Cultural 
Awareness

• Empathy is the cornerstone: strive to see situations 
through learners’ cultural lenses. Encourage sharing of 
personal stories – each learner’s story can foster 
understanding and empathy in the group (source: 
epale.ec.europa.eu).

• Educators should examine their own perceptions and 
biases. We all carry cultural conditioning; being aware of 
this helps us relate without judgment (source: 
epale.ec.europa.eu).

• Develop cultural sensitivity: learn about your learners’ 
backgrounds. Showing interest and validation of their 
cultural identities builds trust and openness in class.

• Remember that empathy grows from knowledge + 
openness: the more we learn about each other’s 
experiences, the more understanding and less 
misinterpretation occurs (source: epale.ec.europa.eu, 
epale.ec.europa.eu).

https://epale.ec.europa.eu/en/blog/educators-forefront-cultural-integration
https://epale.ec.europa.eu/en/blog/educators-forefront-cultural-integration
https://epale.ec.europa.eu/en/blog/educators-forefront-cultural-integration
https://epale.ec.europa.eu/en/blog/adult-education-means-overcoming-cultural-differences


Avoid Stereotypes and Bias

• Challenge generalisations: Treat learners as individuals, not as 
one-dimensional representatives of a group. Avoid stereotyping 
based on ethnicity or nationality. Inclusive communication 
“eschews stereotypes” to include everyone (source: 
consilium.europa.eu).

• Check implicit biases: Reflect on your own cultural 
assumptions. Identify hidden biases and work to unlearn them. 
This ongoing self-awareness is crucial for fair and respectful 
communication.

• Integration is two-way: Don’t assume integration means 
newcomers must fully assimilate. Effective intercultural practice 
involves mutual adaptation – both educators and learners may 
adjust and learn (source: epale.ec.europa.eu).

• No “us vs. them”: Use inclusive language (e.g. say “we all bring 
different strengths” instead of “you people do X”). Language 
that Other-izes learners can alienate them.

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/resources/publications/inclusive-comm-gsc/
https://epale.ec.europa.eu/en/blog/intercultural-learning-adult-education


Watch this…

Dutch organizational theorist, Fons 

Trompenaars, explores how cultural 

assumptions can influence teaching and 

learning. He offers practical strategies for 

educators to recognize and mitigate cultural 

biases in educational settings.

https://youtu.be/r6AeUcApZN4?si=uUJIX7qgpPeLYtZQ


Practical Communication Tips

1.Prepare and learn: Inform yourself about the cultures and 
heritage of the learners you work with. Knowing your audience 
shows respect and helps you anticipate needs.

2.Mind non-verbal cues: Be attentive to body language, gestures, 
and tone. Norms differ (e.g. eye contact or silence can mean 
different things). Notice these cues and adjust your approach.

3.Use clear language: Avoid slang, idioms, or jargon that may 
confuse non-native speakers. Speak in plain language without 
“dumbing down” content – clarity benefits everyone.

4.Use visuals and writing: Support oral explanations with written 
key points or images. Diagrams, pictures, or translated 
keywords can bridge understanding when language fails.

5.Be patient and supportive: Give learners time to process and 
respond. Encourage questions. A supportive tone helps learners 
feel safe to express when they don’t understand.



Creating an Inclusive Environment

• Safe space: Establish a classroom culture of respect, where all 
questions and perspectives are treated with dignity. Learners 
who feel safe and respected are more likely to participate and 
take risks in learning (SOURCE: epale.ec.europa.eu).

• Belonging and representation: Acknowledge and celebrate the 
cultural diversity in your group. Incorporate examples, case 
studies, or references from all learners’ cultures (not just the 
majority) so everyone feels seen. (E.g., recognize various 
cultural holidays or stories relevant to your learners.)

• Ground rules: Co-create guidelines with your class for respectful 
dialogue (e.g. listen fully when someone speaks, no 
interrupting, no derogatory remarks). Setting norms of mutual 
respect and curiosity helps preempt conflicts.

• Encourage interaction: Use ice-breakers or group work that 
mixes backgrounds, so learners get to know each other 
personally. Building interpersonal connections reduces prejudice 
and fosters a community feeling.

https://epale.ec.europa.eu/en/blog/educators-forefront-cultural-integration


Ivana’s Experience (Learner Perspective)
Ivana is a new learner who recently moved to the country 
and enrolls in an adult education course. She is motivated 
and speaks the local language conversationally, but during 
classes she often feels lost and excluded. 

The instructor and other students frequently mention 
local pop culture and use fast-paced discussions filled 
with idioms. Ivana struggles to keep up – she’s quiet in 
class and her participation drops. 

When she finally voices her concern, her communication 
style (more formal and indirect) isn’t fully understood by 
the instructor, leading to more confusion.

Story 

What can 
we learn 
from this
story?



What changed? 

The facilitator recognizes the cultural gap and, after 
speaking with Ivana, adapts his communication. He slows 
the pace, explains references or replaces them with more 
universal examples, and checks in with Ivana for 
understanding. 

He also encourages Ivana to share examples from her 
culture during discussions. Over time, Ivana starts to feel 
heard and included. 

The class learns to appreciate her unique perspectives, and 
Ivana becomes more engaged. This story shows how 
adjusting communication to a learner’s cultural context 
leads to better engagement and mutual understanding.

Story 



4
Adapting to Different 
Cultures in Education



Adapting Teaching to Cultural Diversity

• Culturally responsive teaching: Integrate learners’ experiences into 
the curriculum. For example, invite learners to share perspectives 
from their culture related to a topic – this validates their background 
and enriches learning for all.

• Flexible methods: Use varied instructional strategies to meet diverse 
needs. Techniques like Universal Design for Learning (UDL) suggest 
offering multiple ways to learn (visual, verbal, hands-on) which makes 
lessons more accessible and culturally responsive (SOURCE: 
epale.ec.europa.eu).

• Language support: If language is a barrier, consider bilingual materials 
or glossaries for key terms. Allow bilingual peers to support each 
other. Where possible, speak a bit slower and check comprehension 
frequently without singling anyone out.

• Contextualize examples: Avoid colloquial examples that only locals 
understand. Instead, use global or universally relatable examples in 
explanations, or explain the context if using a local reference. This 
helps second-language learners and avoids exclusion.

https://epale.ec.europa.eu/en/blog/educators-forefront-cultural-integration


Listen carefully

Do not presume. Let them finish. Find 

out more. Ask, research, listen again.

Desire to support the other

Start with determination for the 

positive outcome.

A

Respect and simplicity

Respect is universally 

appreciated.

No judgement

Different is not bad, we don’t know 

everything about each other.

Provide resources

Additional resources help 

understand the context.

No slang

Listen to your own words, 

eliminate confusion.

C

B

E F

D

Main Principles of Intercultural Communication



Supporting Disadvantaged Learners

• Identify barriers: Recognise that socially or economically disadvantaged learners 
may face additional hurdles – limited prior education, financial stress, or 
marginalization. Language can be a barrier for migrants; time or resource 
constraints can hinder those with low income. Be vigilant in spotting these 
challenges.

• Ensure access and equity: Provide extra support where needed. Examples: offer 
supplemental tutoring or mentoring for those who need it, ensure learning 
materials are low-cost or free, be flexible with deadlines if learners have heavy 
work/family obligations. These adjustments help level the playing field.

• Encourage participation: Create opportunities for disadvantaged learners to fully 
participatefile-787qx7tc8xulxh6hzblg6i. For instance, use small group discussions 
or pair work (so less confident learners have a voice), and explicitly invite input 
from those who might hold back.

• Empower learners: Validate the knowledge and strengths that disadvantaged or 
minority learners bring. Encouragement and positive feedback build confidence. 
Help them set achievable goals and celebrate progress, which can overcome past 
negative educational experiences.



Reflecting and Improving Continuously

• Reflect on practice: After each class or interaction, take a 
moment to consider what went well and what could be 
improved in terms of cultural inclusivity. Did everyone 
engage? Were any misunderstandings present? Honest 
reflection is key to growth.

• Seek feedback: Invite learners to share their perspectives on 
the communication climate. Anonymous surveys or open 
discussions can reveal if some feel unheard or if certain 
examples didn’t resonate. Use this feedback constructively to 
adjust your approach.

• Adapt and evolve: Intercultural communication skills are not 
static. Be prepared to adjust strategies as you learn more 
about your learners’ needs. Regularly evaluating your 
intercultural practices and adapting them leads to better 
inclusion over time.

• Professional development: Keep learning yourself – attend 
workshops, read about other cultures, or practice another 
language. Developing your own intercultural competence will 
directly benefit your teaching practice.



Institutional Support and Strategies 
(For institutional managers and leaders)

• Lead by example: Establish an organisational culture that values diversity and inclusive 
communication. Management can model intercultural respect in all messaging and 
policies – e.g. using inclusive language in official documents and avoiding stereotypes 
(SOURCE: consilium.europa.eu).

• Training and resources: Provide professional development for staff on intercultural 
skills (like this module). Encourage ongoing learning about cultural competence as a 
core skill for all educators and staff.

• Diverse staffing and mentors: Strive for diversity among staff and involve cultural 
mediators or community mentors. When learners see staff from similar backgrounds 
or see that the institution embraces diversity, trust and comfort increase.

• Policy and outreach: Implement guidelines for inclusive communication at the 
institution (covering language use, accommodating religious/cultural practices, etc.). 
Conduct outreach to minority communities to better understand their needs and invite 
their input in program design.

• Support structures: Allocate resources (budget, time) for initiatives like translation of 
materials, celebration of multicultural events, or creating a welcoming space 
(multilingual signage, prayer room, etc.). Institutional commitment ensures 
intercultural practices are sustainable.

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/resources/publications/inclusive-comm-gsc/


Maria’s Initiative (Manager Perspective)
Maria is the director of an adult learning center. She observes that learners 
from migrant and minority backgrounds have higher dropout rates and 
seem less engaged in class activities. Concerned, Maria conducts an 
informal review: she sits in on classes and holds listening sessions with 
learners. She discovers several issues – for example, some staff 
unintentionally use phrases like “you guys” or make generalizations that 
certain learners find alienating; important announcements are only in the 
majority language; there are no forums for students to share their cultural 
experiences. These factors contribute to some learners feeling 
marginalised.

Maria spearheads an institutional change initiative. She organises an 
intercultural communication training workshop for all educators and staff, 
where they learn about bias, inclusive language, and strategies to better 
support diverse learners. She also pairs new migrant learners with 
volunteer peer mentors who speak their native language for the first 
weeks, to help them integrate. Additionally, Maria updates center policies: 
key information is now translated into the main community languages, and 
the center’s common areas feature a “culture board” where learners can 
share about their heritage.

Story 

What can 
we learn 
from this
story?



Outcome: 

Over the next term, Maria sees improved engagement and 
retention among the target learners. Educators report fewer 
misunderstandings now that they are more mindful of 
language and cultural differences. Learners like that they see 
their holidays and languages acknowledged on the culture 
board. 

Maria’s story demonstrates the impact of leadership and 
systemic support in fostering intercultural communication – it’s 
not just individual educators, but also managers who play a 
vital role in creating an inclusive learning environment.

Story 

What can 
we learn 
from this
story?
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Exercises and Reflection



Application – Cultural Icebreaker Activity: “Cultural Show & Tell.”

1 Goal: Warm up the group and celebrate diversity.

2
Instructions: Ask each participant (or small groups) to bring in or describe an object, 
proverb, or custom from their culture that is meaningful to them. In class, have each 
person briefly share what they brought and why it’s important.

3 Educator’s Role: Model the activity by sharing your own example first. Encourage 
listeners to ask respectful questions or note similarities/differences.

4
Outcome: Learners practice speaking about their culture, others practice active 
listening. This humanises cultural differences and often reveals surprising 
commonalities or perspectives. It sets a tone of curiosity and respect from the start 
of a course.



Application – Role-Play Communication Styles Activity: “Direct vs. Indirect Communication Role-Play

1
Setup: Pair up participants or divide into small groups. Give each group a scenario 
that might be communicated differently in different cultures (e.g. giving 
constructive feedback, or declining an invitation).

2
Role-Play: One person delivers the message in a very direct way; the other responds 
as someone from a more indirect communication culture might. Then swap roles or 
have others try, possibly introducing a mix-up.

3
Discussion: After role-playing, groups discuss how each style felt. Questions: How 
did the direct approach come across? Was the indirect approach clear or did it rely 
on “reading between the lines”?

4
Outcome: Participants experience first-hand the potential for misinterpretation. Debrief 
by highlighting that neither style is “wrong” – effective intercultural communication 
often means finding a balance and being aware of these style differences. This exercise 
builds empathy for communicators who use a different style than our own.



Application – Case Study Discussion Activity: “The Quiet Learner.” (Case Study & Reflective Discussion)

Scenario: A case is presented: An adult ESL (English as a Second Language) class has a student, Rosa, who 
rarely speaks. She avoids eye contact and often nods but her work shows she’s capable. The teacher 
worries Rosa is not engaging or may be bored, but in Rosa’s culture, students show respect by listening 
silently and not challenging the teacher. The teacher, unaware of this, is concerned.

Discussion Prompt: If you were Rosa’s teacher, how would you handle this?
⚬ What might be the cultural reasons for Rosa’s quiet behavior?
⚬ How can the teacher respond to ensure Rosa feels included without pressuring her unfairly?

Group Work: In small groups, discuss the scenario and list 2-3 strategies. Example strategies might 
include: gently inviting Rosa’s input through written reflections, pairing her with a friendly buddy in group 
work, privately checking if she has questions, and explicitly stating that questions are welcome.

Debrief: Each group shares their ideas. Emphasize the importance of interpreting silence or indirect feedback 
correctly in an intercultural context. The “quiet learner” may actually be very engaged – just observing cultural 
norms. Teachers can bridge that gap by building trust and offering multiple ways to participate.



Application – Inclusive Communication Audit Activity (for managers or self-assessment): 

“Communication Inclusivity Audit.”

1 Goal: Evaluate and improve the inclusivity of your organization’s or classroom’s 
communication channels.

2
Task: Individually or in teams, examine real materials or practices from your 
learning environment: e.g. course announcements, brochures, website 
content, classroom posters, or even the examples used in curricula.

3
Guiding Questions:

⚬ Are the images and language used welcoming to all groups? (Do they 
depict diverse people? Are they free of stereotypes?)

⚬ Is information accessible to non-native speakers or those with lower 
literacy? (Consider translations, plain language, iconography.)

⚬ Are we inadvertently using labels that marginalize (such as “non-
native”, “low-skilled”)? Could we rephrase in a more empowering way?



Application – Inclusive Communication Audit Activity (for managers or self-assessment): 

“Communication Inclusivity Audit.”

4
Report Out: Have each team share one improvement they would implement. 
For example, “Add a second language summary to our program flyer,” or 
“Replace the term ‘minorities’ with ‘community members’ in our documents.”

5
Outcome: This audit makes abstract principles concrete. By critically reviewing 
actual communications, participants gain awareness of blind spots and can take 
immediate steps to make their learning environment’s communication more 
inclusive.



Reflection – Personal Insight Questions Take 
a moment to reflect on your own experience 
and perspective as an educator or manager:

• Reflect on your cultural lens: What aspects of your culture (values, communication 
style, assumptions) might influence your teaching or management style? For example, 
how do you handle silence, direct questions, formality, etc., and how might someone 
from a different background perceive it?.

• Recall a challenge: Think of a time you faced a miscommunication or tension in a 
diverse learning setting. What do you think caused it? How did you resolve it, or how 
could it have been handled differently with intercultural understanding in mind?

• Identify a bias: Be honest – do you notice any particular bias or stereotype you might 
hold (even unintentionally) about a certain group of learners? What steps can you take 
to educate yourself and move past that bias?

• Gauge your environment: How inclusive do you feel your current learning 
environment is? If a learner from a completely different background joined tomorrow, 
do you feel confident they would quickly feel welcome? Why or why not?

Take notes or discuss with a peer. These reflections help translate the module’s concepts into personal growth.



Reflection – Action Planning Now, let’s turn insights into 
action. Think of concrete steps you can take after this 
module:

• One change in practice: Identify one specific change you will implement in your next class or 
training session to enhance intercultural communication. Examples: simplifying language in your 
slides, incorporating a “cultural share” segment in a workshop, or establishing ground rules about 
respectful dialogue at the first session. Write it down.

• Support network: List one or two colleagues or community contacts who you can consult or 
collaborate with on intercultural strategies (perhaps someone experienced in teaching diverse 
groups, or a cultural mediator from the community). Plan to exchange ideas or even observe each 
other’s classes for feedback.

• Learning more: Commit to one resource to explore for further learning – it could be a book, an 
online course, or attending a cultural event. For instance, “I will read a guide on teaching refugees” 
or “I will participate in the local intercultural festival to better understand my learners’ cultures.”

• Set a timeline: Decide when you will implement these actions. Maybe “by the next semester” or 
“in the next 2 months.” Mark a reminder in your calendar to review your progress.

By creating an action plan, you ensure that the lessons from this module lead to tangible improvements in your educational 
practice. Small, consistent steps can lead to significant change in building an inclusive learning environment.



6
Conclusion and Next Steps



Key Takeaways

• Culture is an asset, not an obstacle: The diversity of learners’ cultures is a rich resource for 
learning. Each intercultural encounter is an opportunity to learn from each other, leading to 
greater mutual respect and understanding. epale.ec.europa.eu.

• Empathy and respect are fundamental: Effective intercultural communication hinges on 
genuinely caring to understand the other’s perspective. By practicing empathy, active 
listening, and respect for differences, educators create trust that enables learning.

• Adaptability is key: There is no one-size-fits-all communication. Be ready to adjust your 
methods and language. Inclusive educators are flexible – they use multiple strategies to 
ensure everyone can engage, and they continuously refine their approach based on 
reflection and feedback.

• Inclusive communication benefits all: When you foster an environment of inclusion and 
belonging, not only do disadvantaged or minority learners benefit – every learner gains a 
broader worldview, and the entire group’s learning is enriched. An inclusive classroom is a 
more dynamic, empathetic, and effective classroom.

• Lifelong learning for educators: Intercultural competence is a journey. Keep learning about 
cultures, keep challenging your assumptions, and stay curious. In doing so, you’re not just 
teaching content – you’re also modeling the values of openness and respect that will ripple 
out to the broader community.

https://epale.ec.europa.eu/en/blog/adult-education-means-overcoming-cultural-differences


Further Resources (Keep Learning)

epale.ec.europa.eu

epale.ec.europa.euepale.ec.europa.eu
“Intercultural 

Competence for All” (Council of Europe guide)

https://epale.ec.europa.eu/en/blog/intercultural-learning-adult-education
https://epale.ec.europa.eu/en/blog/intercultural-learning-adult-education
https://rm.coe.int/intercultural-competence-for-all/16808ce20c
https://rm.coe.int/intercultural-competence-for-all/16808ce20c


Thank You & Next Steps

www.learningforallproject.eu

https://www.learningforallproject.eu


(Empowering adult educators 
and managers to foster 

cultural inclusion)

Thank you for 
completing Module 2

Intercultural 
Communication in 

Adult Learning

Funded by the European Union. Views and opinions expressed are however those of the author(s) only and do not 
necessarily reflect those of the European Union or the European Education and Culture Executive Agency (EACEA). 
Neither the European Union nor EACEA can be held responsible for them.
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