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Abstract
The interconnected and changing social, political and economic reality of the postmodern era pushes for a perspective of 
language teaching that addresses the intercultural dimension of communication in the efl classroom. This need added to the 
persistence of ethnocentrism, hate discourses, and discrimination demand an active role of teachers and students as intercultural 
mediators. This goal can be achieved with the integration of the intercultural dimension in language teaching. Therefore, this 
study aimed to integrate the intercultural approach of language teaching through the exploration of the cultural meanings in 
Rhythm and Blues (R&B) music. In this way, data collection included a survey, focus group sessions, students’ artifacts and 
observations. Data were analyzed through thematic analysis and some themes explored were the cultural dimension of R&B, 
the affordances of music to discover other cultures, the students’ conception of culture, and the relevance of culture in efl. 
Finally, findings showed that the students identified some cultural manifestations in R&B music and its potential to examine 
other cultures. Similarly, the participants discovered the importance of culture in language learning and its role to enhance 
their pedagogic experiences.

Keywords
culture; interculturality; language teaching; music

Resumo
A mutável e interconectada realidade social, política e econômica da era pós-moderna impulsiona uma perspectiva de 
ensino de línguas que aborda a dimensão intercultural da comunicação na sala de aula ele. Essa necessidade somada 
à persistência do etnocentrismo, discursos de ódio e discriminação demandam um papel ativo de professores e alunos 
como mediadores interculturais. Este objetivo pode ser alcançado com a integração da dimensão intercultural no ensino 
de línguas. Portanto, este estudo teve como objetivo integrar a abordagem intercultural do ensino de línguas através da 
exploração dos significados culturais na música de Rhythm and Blues (R&B). Deste modo, a coleta de dados incluiu uma 
pesquisa, sessões de grupo focal, artefatos dos alunos e observações. Os dados foram analisados por meio de uma análise 
temática e alguns temas explorados foram a dimensão cultural do R&B, as possibilidades da música para descobrir outras 
culturas, a concepção dos alunos sobre a cultura e a relevância da cultura na ele. Por fim, os resultados mostraram que 
os alunos identificaram algumas manifestações culturais na música R&B e seu potencial para examinar outras culturas. 
Da mesma forma, os participantes descobriram a importância da cultura na aprendizagem de línguas e seu papel para 
melhorar suas experiências pedagógicas.

Palavras-chave
cultura; interculturalidade; ensino de línguas; música

Resumen
La cambiante e interconectada realidad social, política y económica de la era posmoderna impulsa una perspectiva de 
enseñanza de lenguas que aborde la dimensión intercultural de la comunicación en el aula de lenguas extranjeras. Esta 
necesidad sumada a la persistencia del etnocentrismo, discursos de odio y discriminación, exigen un rol activo de docentes 
y estudiantes como mediadores interculturales. Esta meta puede ser lograda con la integración de la dimensión intercultural 
en la enseñanza de lenguas. Por tanto, este estudio tuvo por objetivo integrar el enfoque intercultural de la enseñanza de 
lenguas mediante la exploración de los significados culturales en la música Rhythm and Blues (R&B). De esta forma, la 
recolección de datos incluyó una encuesta, sesiones de grupo focal, artefactos de los estudiantes y observaciones. Los datos 
se analizaron mediante un análisis temático y algunos temas fueron la dimensión cultural de la música R&B, las posibilidades 
de la música para descubrir otras culturas, la concepción de los estudiantes sobre la cultura, y la relevancia de la cultura en 
el aula de lenguas. Finalmente, los resultados mostraron que los estudiantes identificaron algunas manifestaciones culturales 
en la música R&B y su potencial para examinar otras culturas. Asimismo, los participantes descubrieron la importancia de 
la cultura en el aprendizaje de idiomas y su papel para mejorar sus experiencias pedagógicas.

Palabras clave
cultura; interculturalidad; enseñanza de lenguas; música
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Introduction

The Colombian social and political realities impose 
the need to address the intercultural dimension (id) 
in education to promote equality, respect, tolerance, 
and coexistence. Acknowledging, studying, and 
validating the linguistic/cultural diversity of indige-
nous, palenque, creole, and other languages/cultures 
within the national boundaries (González, 2017; 
González de Pérez, 2012; Pérez, 2008) and the study 
of indigenous and Afro-descendant peoples’ life 
conditions in Colombia and Latin America (Antón, 
2008; Bula, 2016; Giménez, 2000; Góngora-Mera, 
2019; Guerrero & Soler, 2020; Hooker, 2008; Villa 
& Houghton, 2004) reveal the interest to achieve 
a full-scale integration of different social groups. 
Current tensions and the global landscape have 
paved the way for the exploration of the role of 
culture in the configuration of national and social 
identities (Arismendi Gómez, 2022). 

In elt, this view has been reinforced by the 
relevance of culture in the development of areas 
such as science and technology (Bonilla-Tenesaca et 
al., 2016), literature (Hoff, 2019; Matos, 2012), arts 
(Matos & Melo-Pfeifer, 2020; Porto & Zembylas, 
2020), multimodality (Fernández, 2017, 2019) 
and its role to recognize learners’ social contexts 
(Álvarez-Valencia & Bonilla, 2009; Quintana-Arias 
& Bello-Serna, 2020). Nevertheless, the presence 
of ethnocentrism, discourses of hatred (Arismendi 
Gómez, 2022), and lingering discriminatory prac-
tices (Mbilishaka et al., 2020; Romero, 2008; Zuluaga 
et al., 2021) push for a more direct integration of 
the id in elt. Despite numerous efforts have been 
made to teach languages under an intercultural 
perspective at schools (Castañeda, 2012; Ramírez-
Lizcano & Cabrera-Tovar, 2020; Ramos et al., 
2012) and universities (Agudelo, 2007; Carreño, 
2018; Gómez, 2015), its inclusion is still incipient 
(Álvarez-Valencia, 2014; Bonilla-Tenesaca et al., 
2016; Meadows, 2016). Therefore, the growing need 
to address the id through research, the generation 
of alternative approaches to explore intercultural 
elements in the efl classroom, and the promotion 
of spaces to discuss the importance of bringing 

culture to everyday elt practices are required in 
order to shed light on the relationship efl-culture. 
Hence, this study aimed to integrate intercultural 
language learning (ill) in the efl classroom from 
the exploration of cultural elements in rhythm and 
blues (r&b) music. This article answers the following 
questions: 

•	 What cultural manifestations and relations-
hips did the students find between r&b and 
culture?

•	 What conception and role do the students 
assign to culture in the efl classroom? 

Theoretical discussion

Intercultural language teaching

Recently, the Colombian academy has included in 
its agenda the need to address the id of language 
learning (ll) (Álvarez-Valencia, 2014; Henao et al., 
2019;  Meadows, 2016). The advocates of this pers-
pective suggest that ill thrives for facing real-time 
communication while dealing with intercultural 
misunderstanding, interpreting cultural meanings, 
and adopting constructive positions towards social 
phenomena (Byram, 1997; Wagner & Byram, 2017; 
Ware & Kramsch, 2005). Therefore, ill is a view 
of ll in which culture receives a paramount place 
given the close relationship between language and 
culture, and intercultural mediation is one of the 
key goals (Ho, 2009). 

ill defines culture as a changing (Byram et 
al., 2002; Hinkel, 1999; Nieto, 2002), multifaceted 
(Liddicoat & Scarino, 2013; Morán, 2001) and social 
phenomenon (Álvarez-Valencia & Fernández, 2019; 
Kramsch, 1998). Culture includes some elements 
—ideas, perspectives, attitudes, meanings, symbols, 
practices, behaviors, and conducts— (Liddicoat 
et al., 2003; Morán, 2001) shared by communities 
within specific chronological, geographical and 
political contexts (Geertz, 1973; Nieto, 2002). 
Bonilla-Tenesaca et al. (2016) conceive culture as 
an ability to interpret the world as classifications 
and representations which are materialized through 
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experiences, symbols, and behaviors. Liddicoat and 
Scarino (2013) propose that culture is the indivi-
duals’ reference framework to interpret and respond 
to social/cultural actions which determine people’s 
relationships. 

Culture in efl

Given the relationship language-culture, including 
the id is a must for elt (Agudelo, 2007; Kramsch, 
2003). First, communicative abilities are not 
enough to establish successful interactions with 
people from different cultures (Byram, 1997; 
Liddicoat, 2008). Second, communication is not 
limited to the linguistic realm, other dimensions 
(multimodal/semiotic elements) require active 
exploration and interpretation (Álvarez-Valencia 
& Fernández, 2019). Viewing culture as an open 
and changing ensemble of tangible/intangible 
semiotic resources that are created through social 
interaction is complementary to Álvarez-Valencia’s 
(2018) notion of language as a delocalized, fluid 
and evolving semiotic resource that establishes 
complementary interrelationships with other 
semiotic systems. These multimodal and semiotic 
dimensions of communication highlight the rela-
tionship of elt with the id because the semiotic 
resources present in cross-cultural interactions 
make sense through the interpretation of their 
cultural nature and features. Interpreting cultural 
meanings is difficult under a verbocentric perspec-
tive of ll (Álvarez-Valencia, 2018; Block, 2014; 
Kress, 2000; Liddicoat, 2008). In ll, students must 
deal with situations coming from different cultural 
contexts and perspectives, therefore interpreting 
only linguistic elements leaves aside various mean-
ings that are paramount to grasp whole messages 
(Liddicoat & Scarino, 2013). Third, a more diverse 
set of skills is necessary to understand the nuances 
that emerge in interactions. Some models aiming 
to explain the id of communication have agreed 
on the role that affective, cognitive and behavioral 
factors play (Spitzberg & Changnon, 2009). Among 
these models, Byram’s (1997) is highlighted due to 
its connection with elt and its definition of specific 
descriptors for its skills. 

Intercultural Communicative Competence

Byram’s Intercultural Communicative Competence 
(icc) model focuses on the skills that allow lear-
ners to establish and maintain interactions with 
speakers of other languages/cultures. He presents 
three key areas: attitudes, knowledge and skills. 
Attitudes mean the affective elements that learners 
demonstrate in real-time situations (interest, curio-
sity and eagerness to discover other perspectives). 
Knowledge describes the factual information that 
learners require when interacting with people, 
documents or situations in diverse cultural con-
texts. Skills are divided in three categories: skills 
of interpreting/relating, discovery/interaction and 
critical cultural awareness. These categories are 
related to the abilities to understand and contex-
tualize information, situations and products from 
diverse cultures (savoir comprendre); use previous 
skills, knowledge and attitudes to discover new 
perspectives (savoir faire); and take personal/
critical positions towards cultural manifestations 
(savoir s’engager). 

icc encourages intercultural speakers with the 
capacity to understand the multilayered relations-
hips among cultures/languages without leaving aside 
their own culture (Byram, 1997; 2003). 

Music in language learning and culture

Music has been explored as a catalyst for meanin-
gful ll (López et al., 2021). Due to the conception 
of music as the universal language (Mora et al., 
2011), its emotional meanings (Griffee, 1995), 
complex structure -similar to language- (Adorno, 
2000; Patel, 2003; Fubini, 2004) and close cultural 
relationships (Murphey, 1992), the role of music in 
elt has received attention (Xi, 2021). The potential 
of music in ll appears in certain areas: phonology 
(Bidelman et al., 2013; Hallam, 2010), motivation 
(Mishan, 2005) and cognitive factors (Murphey, 
1992; Medina, 1993). The cultural dimension of 
music in elt is recognized because it portraits other 
people’s perspectives (Mora et al., 2011) and displays 
one’s own culture (Murphey, 1992). 
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Here, music is considered as a cultural product 
and semiotic resource. Given the cultural nature, 
influences and meanings that are constructed 
around music (Cunin, 2003; Márquez & Valdés, 
2006; Mosquera & Provansal, 2000; Xi, 2021), this 
research stresses the cultural value of music from 
a multimodal view in which sounds, rhythm and 
lyrics constitute diverse modes of communication 
of a semiotic ensemble (The New London Group, 
1996). Music constitutes one of the cultural products 
of human communities, therefore, this cultural pro-
duct/symbol is a source of semiotic meanings that 
are communicated through social action because 
some elements of cultures include products, pers-
pectives, and practices. Since music encompasses all 
these elements in their lyrics, messages, ideas, and 
shared practices (dancing, singing), it is seen here 
as a cultural manifestation.

Methodology

Design

Qualitative research was selected because of the 
detailed exploration of the participants’ ideas, con-
ceptions and voices under a naturalistic approach 
(Blanchet & Chardenet, 2011; Hernández-Sampieri 
et al., 2014). Action-research was adopted and 
conceived as “a form of self-reflective enquiry 
undertaken by participants in social situations 
in order to improve the rationality and justice of 
their own practices, their understanding of these 
practices and the situations in which the practices 
are carried out” (Kemmis & McTaggart, 1988, p. 1). 
Action-research is participant-focused, reflective, 
collaborative, transformative, and contextualized 
(McDonough & McDonough, 1997). 

This experience centered on the students’ 
reflection of the cultural connection between music 
and culture and the presence of culture in ll. The 
focus was placed on the students. This study was 
reflective, it invited learners to collaborate, to get a 
better view of their social realities, and to contribute 
alternatives for ill, which reflects the key features 
of action research.

Context and participants

The study was developed at a private school 
in Cali1. Thirty-two eighth graders participated. 
Students took English lessons four hours per week. 
The students and their parents were informed 
about the research purpose and methods, then the 
students’ parents signed a consent form to allow 
this research. Anonymity and confidentiality were 
maintained, data were used only for academic 
purposes and all ethical regulations were respected. 
Participation was voluntary.

The authors’ roles were different: author one 
was the director of this research and author two 
implemented the proposal following author one’s 
guidelines. Author two was not the teacher in charge 
of the group, she was an undergraduate student in 
her final year doing her research project, the school 
provided a limited permission for eight weeks 
(which was a limitation for this study) so she could 
apply her research in a class under the surveillance 
of a school’s English teacher.

Data collection procedures

Focus group. Four focus groups sessions (with six 
students each) were conducted to know the students’ 
perceptions and reflections about culture and music 
in ll (Annex 1). Sessions were developed out of 
class, lasted 28 minutes and were recorded. 

Survey. A survey was used to inquire about the 
students’ ideas about learning English, integrating 
r&b, and the inclusion of culture in ll (Annex 
2). The survey was applied in the last session and 
students answered on paper.

Students’ written production. Students develo-
ped a written activity per session (Annex 3). These 
exercises promoted reflections about culture, music 
and social issues. One question/topic discussed in 
class was addressed. These reflections were written 
on paper and delivered to author two. Five activities 
were developed, and in the last session, students 
presented their own songs.

1	  This study comes from the undergraduate research “Connecting 
cultures through rhythm & blues songs in English classes”, submi-
tted at Universidad Santiago de Cali.



193 

U n i v e r s i d a d  P e d a g ó g i c a  N a c i o n a l
F a c u l t a d  d e  H u m a n i d a d e s

FOLIOS  n . º 58Segundo semestre de 2023 • pp. 188-204

Observations. Observations were carried out 
to identify the participants’ attitudes, reactions and 
behaviors (Annex 4). Eight lessons were observed: 
one prior to the implementation of the didactic 
sequence, six corresponding to the implementation 
of the didactic proposal and another one when 
students completed the survey. 

Data analysis

Thematic analysis was implemented because it 
facilitates identification, exploration and report of 
patterns in qualitative data through detailed des-
cription and organization which allow discovering 
different dimensions (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Braun 
and Clarke’s (2006) steps were followed:

•	 Data reconnaissance

•	 Generation of preliminary codes

•	 Identification of general topics

•	 Topic revisions

•	 Definition of dominant topics

•	 Final report production

Data were organized in a spreadsheet where key 
findings were highlighted and classified. Validation 

was achieved through several cycles of revision 
and comparison. This process was developed with 
information from each instrument and triangulation 
allowed to compare data from each source and 
identify main categories and illustrative excerpts. 

The students’ voices were gathered in Spanish 
and here they are presented in English. A code is 
used to show the students’ commentaries. Their 
names were changed by a letter (P=participant) 
and a number. The first letter represents the instru-
ment: O=observations, S=survey, W=workshop, 
FG=focus group. Then, the number of question=Q 
or session=S, appears. For observations, the code 
only includes the letter O and the number of ses-
sion=O-S3. For workshops, the number of session 
and participant are added=W3-P9. 

Didactic proposal

This proposal was developed in six sessions, each 
focusing on a cultural topic related to an r&b song 
(Table 1). Three out of the five selected songs are 
from Beyoncé because of their social messages in 
the lyrics, the importance of this artist in pop culture 
and the appealing videos discussing sensitive topics/
social issues (obesity, self-esteem, gender violence, 
discrimination). 

Table 1. Topics/songs discussed

Session/topic/song Class activities

1: Music preferences
Move your body-Beyoncé (2011)

Talking about music.
Writing about preconceptions/stereotypes.

2: Social Issues Mississippi (1968)
A Change Is Gonna Come- Sam Cooke (1964)

Discussing about social issues in Colombia.
Writing predictions about Colombia’s political reality.

3: Love perceptions 
If a were a boy-Beyoncé (2008)

Discovering social issues in songs.
Writing about love relationships (Colombia-U.S.A).
Homework: Asking elders about love relationships.

4: Gender Roles
Formation-Beyoncé (2016)

Discussing about anglophone cultures and social stereotypes.
Writing about how society defines people’s identities.

5: Women’s social roles
I got a woman-Ray Charles (1954)

Talking about songs.
Reading about women in politics and the word “Machismo”.
Writing about the social relevance of women.

6: Students’ songs performances Final discussion:
Changing your own culture.

Source: Author's own elaboration.
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In the activities students sang, talked about the 
topics of the songs, worked on communicative 
elements of English and reflected about intercultu-
ral elements. Students composed a song based on 
their reflections and performed it in class. Lessons 
included four stages: 

•	 Warm up: students listened to the song to 
work in class, vocabulary and social topics 
were introduced.

•	 Introduction: a song was explored with 
guiding questions about social issues and 
opinions.

•	 Practice: the students presented their views 
about the song and the social topics in 
workshops. 

•	 Wrap up: final reflections were drawn. 

Results and discussion

Data presented addresses the students’ ideas about 
the relationship between culture and r&b which 
encompass the learners’ understanding of r&b as 
a cultural materialization, and the power of music 
to discover other cultures. The role of the id in ll 
was examined through the commentaries regarding 
the students’ conception of culture and the role of 
culture in ll. 

R&B and culture

R&B’s cultural nature. Students identified r&b as a 
manifestation of cultural elements. Some students 
said: “Its rhythm is very important in the United 
States” (S-Q9-P3), “It’s a very important rhythm in 
English-speaking cultures” (S-Q9-P5), “[...] in some 
songs the culture is noticeable so many times, and 
in other songs not.” (S-Q9-P19), “I liked that some 
songs talked about society, others about problems 
in other countries, sometimes about ancient times 
when people fell in love [...], then, I can say that 
those songs were very important, [and] interesting 
too” (FG-Q1-P7). These opinions show that students 
recognized in the lyrics some elements related to 
American culture. Learners noticed the relevance of 
r&b in some Anglophone countries, and some fea-

tures of American people such as social behaviors, 
issues and love relationships. 

Understanding the relationship between r&b 
and its cultural manifestations is part of Byram’s 
(1997) skill of knowledge. This skill implies knowing 
about: “the processes of social interaction in one’s 
interlocutor’s country” (p. 51), which relates to social 
behaviors and activities such as the ones connected 
with music. Music, as a cultural element, is key to 
fathom social practices and its relationship with 
local cultures stresses the symbolic role that music 
plays in social cohesion and meaning making 
(Campbell et al., 2007; Murphey, 1992; Xi, 2021). 
In the data, this relationship is understood and 
the connections between music and culture were 
identified showing how learners conceived this link 
culture-music. Liddicoat and Scarino (2013) main-
tain that a need to comprehend the nature of culture 
is the recognition of cultural symbolic elements and 
the social processes behind them. 

Music to discover other cultures. Recognizing 
the relationship R&B-culture allowed students to 
reflect about the use of songs to discover other 
cultures. Most students answered that music is a 
tool to explore Anglophone cultures:

Question 8. Do you consider that songs are a 
good strategy to know the Anglophone culture? 
Why?

“Yes, because they speak about stereotypes.” 
(FG-Q8-P11) 

“Yes, because the songs always have a lesson.” 
(FG-Q8-P1)

“Yes, we can learn about other cultures.” 
(FG-Q8-P12)

These answers show that some of the cultural 
elements highlighted were stereotypes, moral 
lessons and facts about other cultures. Examining 
these dimensions is relevant to identify different 
social groups and their cultural markers. Discussing 
stereotypes implies talking about the other and the 
self and the recognition of differences —behaviors 
such as stereotype threat (Shapiro & Neuberg, 
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2007), positive stereotype validation (Clark et al., 
2017) or self-validation (Petty et al., 2002) illustrate 
this phenomenon—. Identifying and examining 
stereotypes may lead to think about values and 
notice potential ethnocentric perspectives/misun-
derstandings, which is part of Byram’s (1997) skills 
of interpreting/relating. 

Although no other commentary about ste-
reotypes or their manifestations was found, the 
presence of this element in an answer may indicate 
that reflecting about other people paved the way 
to address the ethical/moral nature of this project, 
something that was stressed by another student: 
“What I liked most was the way each song taught us 
a lesson. You [author two] looked for a different way 
to teach English, it wasn’t just writing on the board, 
reading in our notebooks, it was more dynamic” 
(FG-Q8-P5). Music was not only seen as a source for 
cultural learning, it was also conceived as a catalyst 
for meaningful reflection and life lessons. This ele-
ment makes reference to the affective dimension of 
intercultural competence. Since the id does not only 
thrive for developing communicative or cognitive 
skills, under this view, learning encompasses develo-
ping attitudes of acceptance, empathy and openness 
towards other people (Byram, 1997; Spitzberg & 
Changnon, 2009; Kramsch, 1998). 

The following answers portray how some stu-
dents identified the affordances of music to discover 
other cultures:

Question 9. What does music represent for you?

“A way to express culture.” (FG-Q8-P5)

“Music represents the freedom we deserve. Music 
can change bad situations and it is the rhythm of 
life.” (FG-Q8-P15)

“It is a way to express and know other people.” 
(FG-Q8-P17)

In these commentaries, students recognize 
the role of music as a means to express cultural 
meanings, represent values and establish links 
with different people. Hence, the participants’ 
experience in this study helped them to explore 

how music, from a pedagogic perspective, can 
build bridges between cultural views. P15’s words 
remark on music’s affective power in the way people 
see the world. These findings show the connection: 
music-culture and how this bond leads individuals 
to reflect about feelings, emotions and values such 
as freedom. These reflections tell that the potential 
to link the efl classroom with other cultures can 
be achieved through the examination of music to 
facilitate respect, and understanding (García & Juan, 
2015; Gillespie et al., 2014). 

Culture in the efl classroom

Students’ conception of culture. This project offered 
students a path to think about the importance of 
culture in ll. One of the steps to acknowledge the 
role of music in the promotion of intercultural skills 
is reflecting about the understanding of culture. 
Students conceptualized culture as follows: “Culture 
is what represents people and each person can build 
their identity through different cultures because 
I can learn a little from all of them” (FG-Q1-P6). 
“[Culture] is what characterizes a specific group, its 
music, customs, dialects” (FG-Q1-P7). “[Culture is] 
what represents a place like joy, foods and folklore” 
(FG-Q1-P10). These samples show how students, 
after exploring some cultural manifestations in r&b, 
identified that culture is paramount to define peo-
ple’s identity and it manifests through several ways.

Learners acknowledged that culture is important 
in the identity of a community, individuals or places. 
In the songs written by the students, we observe the 
multiplicity of elements behind the conception of 
culture and people’s cultural identity:

What is Colombia?

Country of love and happiness

Factured [Featured] in sports such as skating, 
soccer, dishes like chontaduro and Sancocho 
(Students’ song #1)

In the answers above, students highlight dimen-
sions of Colombian culture such as perspectives 
(love and happiness), practices (sports) and pro-
ducts (foods). These components, besides showing 
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different edges of Colombian cultural identity, mani-
fest the students’ idea of culture as a set of several 
interconnected and related dimensions. This rela-
tionship has a social dimension that stresses certain 
behaviors and meanings which determine people’s 
reactions, practices and perspectives (Liddicoat & 
Scarino, 2013; McLaren, 2003; Ramírez-Lizcano & 
Cabrera-Tovar, 2020).

P6 mentions that everybody can learn from 
different cultures and recognizes the intercon-
nectedness of cultures and how several cultures 
interact and forge people’s identities. Admitting 
that learning from other cultures is possible 
paves the way to strengthen ideas of cooperation, 
understanding and openness towards other peoples 
and cultures, those attitudes are necessary ill 
(Kramsch, 1998, Liddicoat, 2008). Seeing culture 
as an element that shapes social identity offers 
the opportunity to examine similar aspects such 
as practices, products, and perspectives (Morán, 
2001). Recognizing the different dimensions of 
culture (see song excerpt) is another step to develop 
knowledge about other cultures and being able to 
interpret cultural manifestations (Byram, 1997; 
Byram et al., 2002). Hence, identifying culture 
beyond facts, traditions and products, provides 
learners a solid foundation to improve their 
understanding of cultural phenomena since culture 
encompasses more than just factual information, it 
encompasses all expressions of human groups and 
their views (Poyatos, 1992). 

Similarly, the recognition that cultures are more 
than visible elements can be seen in the students’ 
list of related elements: music, dishes, customs, 
folklore, dialects, values, sports, joy. Hence, lear-
ners saw culture’s multidimensional nature and 
presence in everyday routines. Cultures possess a 
tangible dimension which coexists with abstract 
sets of components that are constructed, shaped 
and materialized, therefore, comprehending cul-
ture goes beyond knowing data about traditions, 
folklore or products and implies developing a 

nuanced understanding of diverse cultural mani-
festations (Geertz, 1973; Morán, 2001; Nieto, 
2002). Part of this understanding is achieved 
when learners identify that cultures are dynamic, 
multilayered and socially-bound. In the excerpts, 
these features appear when students listed cultural 
manifestations, when they spoke about the social 
role of cultures, in the song excerpt and when P6 
highlights the social connection between cultures 
and individuals. Although these definitions of 
culture cover different areas, still other elements 
such as deep and critical views about the world or 
the changing nature of cultures were not widely 
addressed. Nevertheless, understanding that cul-
ture is not a monolithic body of static knowledge 
is a departure point to fathom how cultures express 
and operate. Students understood that culture is 
not only a matter of facts, products and traditions; 
they comprehended the dynamic and close nature 
of culture as an entity that defines individuals’ 
choices within a global context. 

Culture and language learning. Data revealed 
how students recognized the importance of culture 
in efl. In the survey, students were asked about this 
topic (Figure 1) and their answers showed that most 
of them (75%) saw culture as useful and important 
(46,9%) or very important (28,1%); opposed to those 
who think that culture is not important (12,5%), 
not very important (9,4%) or that despite not being 
very relevant it is mandatory (3,1%). These opinions 
mean that despite certain opposition to the id in 
ll, this research enhanced the students’ experience 
with different cultures through the use of music 
and showed the need of integrating other cultures 
in ll. Stressing the importance of the id in elt is 
a step ahead towards a deeper comprehension of 
the world, better integration with the sociocultural 
reality and development of critical skills (Fernández, 
2019; Quintana-Arias & Bello-Serna, 2020; Wagner 
& Byram, 2017). Therefore, discovering that most 
students understand the relevance of culture in ll is 
necessary to develop intercultural skills and create 
ways for intercultural communication.
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Figure 1. Students’ opinions about the importance of culture in efl

It is not important

12,5%

9,4%

3,1%

28,1%

46,9%

It is not very important

It is not important, 
but it is mandatory

It is very important

It is important and useful

Source: Authors’ own elaboration.

These numbers are supported by some of the 
students’ remarks: “If we know other cultures, 
we can learn to interact with different people” 
(FG-Q2-P1), or:

Yes [knowing about other cultures in the English 
class is important] because we are used to learn 
about our culture, [and] family tradition, and our 
parents never try to teach us about the United 
States, Spain, and others. So, I think if we don’t 
learn it at home, we can do it somewhere outside. 
(FG-Q2-P11)

These answers reveal that some students unders-
tood a key element of the relationship culture-ll and 
identified that successful interactions at intercultural 
level can be achieved with proper knowledge and 
skills. P11 remarked that despite being immersed 
in a context where information about one’s own 
culture is abundant, exposure to other cultural 
views is scarce. P11 also highlights that although 
cultural learning is not available at home, it can be 
reached outside. These ideas and the data in Figure 
1 show eagerness to discover other cultures, their 
national memory and practices; it also demonstrates 
openness and respect toward other cultures and atti-

tudes of intercultural understanding (Byram, 1997; 
Liddicoat, 2008). These attitudes are necessary in the 
development of intercultural skills and competences, 
they are also a departure point to reach intercultural 
citizenship (Wagner & Byram, 2017). 

Limitations

These results were achieved through the use of r&b 
in an English class. Nevertheless, students’ reflec-
tions stayed at the level of attitudes and identification 
of some L2 cultural elements and its relevance for ll, 
which is a tiny part of ill. Even though stereotypes 
were mentioned, detailed exploration was scarce. 
Some causes might be the lack of time in class (only 
eight weeks granted by the school), the omission of 
the id in previous courses/levels, and author’s two 
role as a trainee without total control of the lessons. 
These factors remark the limitations of studies 
aiming at developing ill in which time, follow up 
methodologies and curricular attention are required 
to promote intercultural competence. These are 
some of the challenges that language teachers face in 
the postmodern landscape and through experiences 
like this one light is shed on potential alternatives to 



 198

Exploring Music to Learn Languages  
from an Intercultural Perspective 

Alejandro Fernández-Benavides / Stefanny Castillo-Palacios

FOLIOS  n . º 58 ISSN: 0123-4870 

include cultures in ll. This experience contributed 
to further examination of the field and the design 
of pedagogical alternatives to promote ill.

Conclusions

To conclude, the implementation of a didactic 
sequence based on the use of R&B was an alternative 
that promoted intercultural skills and reflections 
about different cultures. Students found that R&B 
music is an important expression of anglophone 
peoples. This relationship is manifested in the 
presence of topics related to culture such as cul-
tural perspectives and meanings. This finding led 
students to acknowledge R&B’s cultural nature 
and its potential to promote icc skills. Similarly, 
learners understood that music is an open door 
to know about other cultures and people because 
it reflects their multidimensional essence through 
the discussion of stereotypes, facts and life lessons. 

Students identified the importance of integrating 
the id in efl. By analyzing R&B music, learners 
thought about the conception of culture as a mul-
tilayered phenomenon that encompasses different 
areas (perspectives, practices, products). They also 
found that culture is a major element that determi-
nes people’s identities and behaviors through their 
exposition to inherited ideas and behaviors. Hence, 
students assigned a vital role to culture as an element 
that promotes discovering other realities that are 
not common in their local contexts, and which will 
enable them to be aware of their own and others’ 
perspectives. 

Despite some limitations concerning the 
students’ partial development of intercultural 
skills and understanding of the intricate nature of 
culture as a social phenomenon, this experience 
calls attention about the growing challenges that 
language teachers face in the 21st century classroom 
where cultural awareness and the development 
of critical thinking are requirements to achieve a 
better society that understands how to deal with 
otherness under the principles of democracy, 
equality and freedom. 
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Annexes

Annex 1. Focus Group

Esta investigación requiere de su colaboración y se 
le agradecería que contestara estas preguntas. La 
información recolectada es confidencial y de uso 
estrictamente académico. Esta entrevista tiene una 
duración aproximada de 20 minutos.

Experiencia

•	 ¿Qué les gustó de este proyecto?

•	 ¿Qué no les gustó?, ¿qué le mejorarían?

•	 ¿De alguna forma ha contribuido en su futuro?

Cultura

•	 ¿Qué es cultura para ustedes?

•	 ¿Consideran importante aprender sobre otras 
culturas en las clases de inglés?, ¿por qué?

•	 ¿Qué opinan sobre la cultura anglófona?

•	 En sus clases de inglés, ¿se trabaja la cultura? 

•	 ¿Qué temas sobre cultura se trabajan en las 
clases?

•	 ¿Consideran que su cultura es más impor-
tante que otras?, ¿por qué?

•	 ¿Cómo les gustaría aprender sobre otras 
culturas en las clases de inglés?

Música

•	 ¿Consideran que el uso de canciones es 
una buena herramienta para aprender de 

la cultura anglófona en las clases de inglés?, 
¿por qué?

•	 ¿Qué representa la música para ustedes?

•	 ¿Con cuál de las siguientes frases están uste-
des de acuerdo?: “la música es un elemento 
que por generaciones ha hecho que los jóve-
nes entren al mundo de las drogas y que las 
chicas se prostituyan” o, “la música mejora la 
vida de las personas”, ¿por qué?

•	 ¿La música ha influido de alguna forma en 
sus vidas?, ¿cómo?

Annex 2. Survey

Esta investigación requiere de su colaboración y 
se le agradecería que contestara esta encuesta. La 
información recolectada en este documento es 
confidencial y de uso estrictamente académico. 
Esta encuesta tiene una duración aproximada de 
15 minutos.

Enseñanza de inglés

1.	 ¿Considera importante aprender inglés?

•	 Sí

•	 No

•	 ¿Por qué?

2.	 En caso de que su respuesta haya sido afirmativa, 
enumere las siguientes opciones de 1-5 siendo 
el 1 de menor y el 5 de mayor valor (evite repetir 
un mismo número).

1 2 3 4 5

Mejores oportunidades 
laborales

Superación personal 

Ajustar en la sociedad

Interés personal

Necesidad académica
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3.	 ¿Le gusta el inglés?

•	 Sí

•	 No

•	 ¿Por qué?
4.	 ¿Cuál de las siguientes opciones utilizaría para 

aprender inglés?

•	 Canciones

•	 Lecturas

•	 Cuentos

•	 Imágenes

•	 Videos

•	 Gramática
5.	 ¿Qué habilidades desearía desarrollar en inglés?, 

por favor, enumérelas siendo el 1 de menor valor 
y el 4 de mayor valor.

1 2 3 4

Comprender textos escritos

Comprender conversaciones

Expresarse/interactuar  
oralmente

Escribir textos

Cultura

6.	 ¿Qué tan importante es aprender sobre otras 
culturas en las clases de inglés?

•	 No es importante.

•	 Es muy importante.

•	 Es poco importante.

•	 No es importante, pero es una obligación.

•	 Es necesario y útil.
7.	 ¿Le gustaría aprender sobre la cultura anglófona 

(cultura de los lugares y países donde el idioma 
nativo es el inglés) en las clases de inglés? 

•	 Me gustaría aprender mucho sobre la cul-
tura anglófona.

•	 Me interesa la cultura anglófona y es muy 
importante.

•	 No me interesa la cultura anglófona, pero 
es importante.

•	 No me gustaría aprender de la cultura 
anglófona.

Música (r&b)

8.	 ¿Considera que la música es una herramienta 
ideal para la enseñanza del inglés? 

•	 Es una buena herramienta.

•	 Puede ser útil.

•	 No me apasiona, pero podría aceptarla.

•	 Me es indiferente.

•	 No es buena herramienta.
9.	 ¿Qué opina sobre el género musical que se ha 

escogido en esta investigación (r&b)? 
10.	 Califique de 1 a 3 (siendo 1 el menor valor y 3 

el mayor): ¿le parece que la cultura anglófona 
(cultura de los países donde el idioma nativo es 
el inglés) es evidente en las canciones?

1 2 3

Mucho

Muy poco

Nada

11.	 ¿Qué elementos de las lenguas extranjeras le 
permiten recordar las canciones?

•	 Vocabulario

•	 Aspectos importantes de otras culturas

•	 Gramática
Muchas gracias por su atención y apoyo en esta 
investigación.
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Annex 3. Guiding questions/topics

Lesson Topic Question/Activity

#1 Music/stereotypes
How did you imagine your English lessons with the new pre-service 
teacher?

#2 Politics Predict Colombia’s political future

#3 Love relationships How did men attract women in the past?

#4 Society/identity 
Should each person build their own identity without the influence 
of society? Why?

#5 Women’s roles How important is the role of Colombian women in our society?

Annex 4. Observations format

Preguntas Observaciones
Respuesta de 

los estudiantes
Procesos interculturales

Cultura

¿La cultura estuvo inmersa en clase? 

¿Sobre qué cultura se habló?

¿Hubo una relación cultura-habilidades 
comunicativas?

Comunicación

¿Se abordaron las habilidades 
comunicativas?

¿Cuáles fueron las reacciones de los 
estudiantes hacia el tema de clase?
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