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“the … challenge is not only to make foreign language learners proficient or 
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plicate them in the lives of others who don’t speak and don’t think like them, 
who don’t see the world like them and yet on whom they depend and to whom 
they are answerable”
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Introduction

Introducing the Book: Focus and Aims

This book is devoted to the topic of teaching Russian as a foreign 
language (RFL) from an intercultural perspective with special attention 
to the university context and Italian-speaking students.

It is underpinned by three main aims. The first is to provide the read-
er with a theoretical-operational framework on intercultural RFL teach-
ing, giving him/her the methodological tools to study this area and/or 
to apply it to his/her own teaching. The second is to promote a critical 
awareness among readers of the dominant ideologies and discourses un-
derlying both academic research on the subject and the teaching mate-
rials themselves, so as to enable them to take note of the problems of 
RFL intercultural teaching (compared to the issues of foreign language 
education – FLE of other languages) and attempt to overcome them, with 
a view to enhancing teacher learning/development. The third—more gen-
eral—aim seeks to help the reader look at the RFL area as if through a lens 
that shows different angles and shades, thus leading to greater under-
standing of the complexity of teaching and learning processes as a whole.

***

Previous Literature and Innovative Aspects

It is commonly known that the pedagogic orientation defined as 
“intercultural education” (IE) has been established in the policies of the 
Council of Europe (CoE) and United Nations Educational, Scientific and 
Cultural Organization (UNESCO) from the 1990s.1 Beginning with the 

1 See, e.g., Beacco (2013); Byram (2003, 2006, 2009); Byram et al. (2009); Byram, Gribkova & 
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2000s, the tenets of intercultural theories and practices elaborated previ-
ously have been the center of several treatments and developments that 
have shaped the contemporary conception of IE.2

As for the RFL field, the topic of IE has been addressed since the 
early 2000s (Gudkov 2000; Ter-Minasova 2000). Since 2007, when IE offi-
cially entered the Russian-language academic debate (see Moskovkin & 
Shchukin 2013: 313), RFL scholars (e.g., Azimov & Shchukin 2009, 2021; 
Berdichevskiy 2007; Berdichevskiy, Giniatullin & Tareva 2020; Lebedins-
kiy & Gerbik 2011; Passov & Kuzovleva 2010; Shchukin 2019; Shibko 
2011) have mainly engaged in theories and practices connected to “in-
tercultural communication” (IC) and the development of “intercultural 
communicative competence” (ICC).3

The main innovative aspect of this book lies in the application of criti-
cal and non-essentialist approaches, recommended by the most advanced 
research on IE and intercultural language education (ILE), to the study of 
the intercultural dimension in RFL.

Critical and self-reflective perspectives arose in the IE field from de-
constructive sensitivities related to the influence of postcolonial studies.4 
While not espousing the deconstructionist tendencies peculiar to the crit-
ical orientation towards culture shown in IE modern studies (see, e.g., 
Abdallah-Pretceille 1996, 2006; Aman 2017; Ferri 2022; Simpson & Dervin 
2019), we adopt here the terminology “critical and non-essentialist ap-
proaches” in two senses: the first is the understanding of “culture” as a 
complex, dynamic, and multifaceted term, emphasizing the extreme flu-
idity of identity definitions and the difficulty of classifying interperson-
al relationships and dialogue with the Other. Like the aforementioned 
scholars, our epistemological position also leads us to recognize some 
issues and to problematize the very idea of culture and related concepts 
(interculturality, etc.), nevertheless for the reason already mentioned we 
do not go so far as to demolish them.5

Starkey (2002); Byram & Zarate (1995); Byram, Zarate & Neuner (1997); CoE (2001, 2018a, 
2018b, 2018c, 2020); Coste, Moore & Zarate (2009); Deardorff (2020); Recommendation 
CM/Rec (2022)[1]; UNESCO (2006, 2010, 2013).
2 See, e.g., Abrams (2020); Baldwin et al. (2014); J. Bennett (2015); M. Bennett (2013); Byram 
(2020); Cantle (2012); Deardorff (2009); Holliday (2011, 2013); Holliday, Hyde & Kullman 
(2004); Jackson (2020); Landis & Bhawuk (2020); Lustig, Koester & Halualani (2017).
3 For the definitions of IC and ICC and a comprehensive discussion on these concepts, see 
Sections 1.1.1, 1.3.1, and 2.2.1.
4 For more details, refer to Section 1.1.1.
5 For an in-depth discussion on the notion of culture and its treatment in this book, see 
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As a consequence of such understandings, our approach is necessar-
ily critical of an essentialist view of culture, which assumes the coinci-
dence of nation, territory, culture, and identity, according to the “large 
culture” paradigm (Holliday 1999). The non-essentialist attitude we em-
brace, which we derive from a specific strand of ILE (e.g., Borghetti 2016; 
Holliday 2011, 2013; Kramsch 1993, 1998a), allows us to look at culture as 
a fluid and multidimensional ideological and sociological construct, most 
often not simplistically identifiable with a single language and country, 
and therefore not cageable in predefined ethnic-national categories.6

Cultivating a reflective, self-reflective, and decolonialist attitude to-
ward educational research (Matias 2021; Young & Diem 2023) makes it 
possible, in our opinion, to better address the challenges of the complex-
ities which the RFL teacher has to face at the present day.

Within the framework of the critical and non-essentialist perspective 
outlined so far, using the methodological tools of critical discourse analy-
sis, the teaching of the Russian language is conceived as a system whose 
actors (scholars, teachers, students, institutions, etc.) generally share the 
two dominant discourses7 in which RFL is implicitly anchored: “national” 
and “cultural essentialist” discourses (see Subchapter 2.1). Hence the need 
to uncover such discourses by examining both the theoretical and practi-
cal sides of RFL, embodied in the academic literature on the field (Chapter 
2), in textbooks (Chapter 3), and in teaching practices (Chapter 4).

There is an ideological bias component here. In fact, the critique of 
national and cultural essentialist discourses does not start from a neutral 
position, but rather from the position of a researcher who is part of the 
Global North, referring to normative studies on IE of predominantly An-
glo-American scholars (see above and Section 1.1.1) highly representative 
of the culture of the Global North, grounded in values of democracy, rule 
of law, and human rights.

The application to the RFL field of a critical and non-essentialist look 
at the Italian context under consideration is (for the most part) a new 
element for Russian studies. Nowadays, in fact, as stated by us in a recent 
work (Torresin 2024: 195), there is very little modern scholarship in the 
Italian RFL academia that adopts such a perspective, breaking away from 
more traditional, essentialist, and unproblematized views of culture and 

Section 1.1.1.
6 On the issue of “essentialism” and “non-essentialism” and the difference between these 
two approaches to culture in ILE studies, see Borghetti (2022, 2023) and footnote no. 22.
7 For an explanation of this term and its use in the present study, refer to Subchapter 2.1.
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intercultural dialogue8 (see, e.g., Pomarolli 2023; Torresin 2023a, 2023b), 
which also remain typical of Russian treatment of such topics (see Tor-
resin 2023a, 2023b).

An additional innovative aspect of this book, which differentiates it 
from the literature on ILE in RFL (e.g., Berdichevskiy 2016, 2021; Ber-
dichevskiy et al. 2011; Berdichevskiy, Giniatullin & Tareva 2020; Ber-
dichevskiy & Golubeva 2015), is the dialogue with both general IE and 
specific ILE-based research of international scope, especially from the 
English-speaking area (e.g., Abrams 2020; J. Bennett 2015; Byram 1997; 
Deardorff 2009; Liddicoat & Scarino 2013),9 which is almost or completely 
absent in the aforementioned scholarly works (see Torresin 2023c).

Thanks to its approach, this study fosters a new understanding of 
Russia and the Russian-language cultural space, encouraging critical 
awareness of issues such as multiple identities, fuzzy cultural borders, 
power-related intercultural dynamics, and avoidance of stereotyped rep-
resentations.

By virtue of its interdisciplinary theoretical framework (IE, RFL, FLE, 
and ILE) and research methods (critical discourse analysis, content anal-
ysis, action research, classroom observation, and survey research), the 
book brings forth new openings and challenges in the area under inves-
tigation.

***

Structure and Contents of the Book

The book is divided into five chapters.
Chapter 1 discusses the theoretical foundations of the present work, 

which are rooted in the fields of IE, FLE, and methodology for RFL teach-
ing.

An important clarification needs to be made here: we rely mainly 
on IE and, secondarily, FLE as theoretical tools to critically analyze RFL 
teaching from various aspects: theoretical (academic studies), theoreti-
cal-practical (textbooks), and practical (teaching practices). Through 
this critical analysis, which nevertheless preserves certain aspects of the 
methodology for RFL teaching (e.g., textbook theory), we will move on in 
Chapter 5 to operative proposals for teaching Russian with an intercul-
tural approach.

8 This concept is defined in Section 1.1.1.
9 Refer also to footnotes no. 1 and 2.
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In a nutshell, in this first chapter, we focus on the complexity of de-
fining and dealing with the concept of “culture” and intercultural dynam-
ics, situating the present study within a non-essentialist attitude to ILE. 
In addition, an intercultural theoretical model for RFL teaching based 
on these premises is presented, following a “pluricentric” approach that 
takes into account the complexity of the sociolinguistic reality of modern 
Russian, breaking away from an exclusively national view of linguistic 
and cultural belonging and conceiving “Russian” (national) and “Russo-
phone” (transnational) cultures as the target cultures.

The second and third chapters concern the critical aspects of the 
teaching of Russian in a foreign language environment, connected with 
RFL intercultural academic theories (Chapter 2), as well as cultural rep-
resentations offered by textbooks (Chapter 3). Both these parts provide a 
new elaboration of the results of previous works of ours (Torresin 2022a, 
2022b, 2023a, 2023b, 2023e; Torrezin [Torresin] 2022c, 2022d, 2023d, 
2023f).

In particular, Chapter 2 addresses the treatment of intercultural as-
pects in Russian-language research through the method of critical dis-
course analysis, to show how the ideas of IC and ICC commonly shared 
by scholars fit into national and cultural essentialist discourses originat-
ing from linguo-country and linguocultural studies. As a consequence, 
a monolithic, essentialized, and stereotyped idea of culture is being pro-
moted in the RFL academic sphere.

Chapter 3, instead, applies critical discourse analysis, together with 
content analysis, to RFL textbooks, with Italy as a case study. After intro-
ducing the concept of intercultural RFL textbooks and problematizing the 
idea of culture included therein, the chapter proves how not only in RFL 
studies (examined in Chapter 2), but even in teaching materials used in 
Italy national and essentialized representations of Russian reality and in-
tercultural dialogue, sometimes even based on stereotypes (e.g., “Russian 
soul”10), are being advocated.

Chapter 4 is devoted to investigating the intercultural teaching prac-
tices commonly implemented by RFL university teachers nowadays 
through action research, classroom observation, and survey research 
methods. The analysis highlights both negative and positive sides of IE-
based RFL pedagogical approaches, focusing on the contexts of Italy and 
Lithuania, with an opening to the broader Euro-American sphere as well. 

10 A definition and brief genealogy of this myth is provided in Section 2.2.4.
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The data collected are useful for a rethinking of ways of teaching culture 
in the modern RFL classroom.

Building upon this analysis, examples of activities for effective RFL 
intercultural teaching are offered in Chapter 5 grounded in three meth-
odological principles derived from the theoretical premises and findings 
of the previous sections with particular attention to the examination of 
teaching practices (Chapter 4), which include an appropriate space for 
culture teaching, the use of authentic materials,11 and the employment of 
active learning techniques.12 Finally, after summing up the book’s con-
tents, the chapter draws conclusions and sheds light on the future pros-
pects of RFL teaching from an intercultural perspective in the university 
setting.

11 For more on this concept, refer to Subchapter 4.2.
12 See footnotes no. 166 and 168.



1. Theoretical Discussion

In this first chapter, we offer a theoretical discussion of the research 
fields covered by our book, which can be traced to three specific areas, 
namely “intercultural education” (IE) (Section 1.1), “foreign language ed-
ucation” (FLE) (Section 1.2), and “methodology for teaching Russian as a 
foreign language” (RFL) (Section 1.3).

In particular, the main theoretical landmarks of our research will be 
presented, and the ideas, concepts, and assumptions derived for each in-
dividual area and set at the basis of our work will be described and dis-
cussed, emphasizing their pros and cons.13

A final important thing to note is that, given the theoretical discus-
sion nature of this chapter, several concepts will be revisited more than 
once and viewed from various perspectives, highlighting terminologi-
cal-ideological differences, reinterpretations, or new angles and ways of 
considering those particular issues.14

13 For example, Section 1.1.1 will discuss whether or not the concepts of “culture” and 
“interculturality” challenged by the modern critical IE strand of scholarship should be 
used, and will propose to continue using them but placing them within a very specific 
non-essentialist vision applied to the field of RFL. Similarly, Section 1.2.2 will reflect on 
the transition from “stereotype” to “sociotype” advocated by FLE, agreeing with it but 
stressing the need to foster it with a teaching approach that does not itself fall into the 
stereotype created by the adoption of teaching practices such as schematic and essential-
ist comparisons between cultures (“comparative method”). Another example is Section 
1.3.1, in which the centrality of culture in the RFL area also endorsed by the present study 
is emphasized, but at the same time we distance ourselves from RFL scholars for their 
unproblematic and essentialist approach to cultural issues, in line with the understanding 
of RFL intercultural teaching expressed earlier, in Section 1.1.1.
14 It will be observed, for example, that the concepts—fundamental to this investigation—
of “intercultural communication” and “intercultural communicative competence” will be 
first defined in Section 1.1.1 according to the perspective of IE scholars and then taken up 
again in Section 1.3.1, where the definitions (not shared by us) of IE scholars in the RFL 
field will be presented, which will be the subject of more detailed analysis in Chapter 2, 
Section 2.2.1.
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Alongside the theoretical perspectives coming from the fields of IE, 
FLE, and RFL, for greater completeness and coherence we will also use 
the contributions of other areas close to our topic and/or functional to 
our argumentation, namely “intercultural language education” (ILE), 
pedagogy, sociology, psychology, etc. Special attention will be paid to 
Italian studies on language learning and teaching (mainly in Section 1.2) 
and to the Italian context of RFL teaching, which will be the object of the 
empirical part of our research (see Chapters 3 and 4).

1.1 Intercultural Education (IE)

With the expression “intercultural education” (IE) we will refer here 
to a teaching perspective “designed to allow learners to react thought-
fully when they come into contact with the various forms that otherness 
can take” (Beacco 2013: 3). More precisely, we can qualify IE as an area 
of research focused on raising awareness of different cultures, their dif-
ferences and similarities, and fostering respect, understanding, solidari-
ty, and cooperation among individuals and cultural groups through an 
intercultural approach. At the center of the intercultural approach are 
placed the sensitivity to the values, beliefs, and attitudes of people from 
different cultures and the ability to decentralize oneself and to reach out 
to the Other. These ideas are expressed by means of IE key concepts such 
as “(critical) cultural awareness” (Byram 1997) and “intercultural sensi-
tivity” (M. Bennet 1986a, 1986b), which we will meet and discuss in this 
subchapter.

We will make a distinction here between the “intercultural” and the 
so-called “cross-cultural” approach. While, in the latter, two or more cul-
tures are compared, whose similarities and differences are identified in a 
static and schematic way, functional for more effective communication 
between members of these same cultural groups (Oetzel 2009), the “in-
tercultural” approach is based on an operational and dynamic approach 
to the culture(s) of the Other, which learners are called upon to relate to 
their own, in a constant reflection about themselves and others, about 
their own cultures and those of others, in order to become “intercultural 
speakers or mediators who are able to engage with complexity and mul-
tiple identities and to avoid the stereotyping which accompanies perceiv-
ing someone through a single identity” (Byram, Gribkova & Starkey 2002: 
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9).15 In other words, whereas the “cross-cultural” approach deals with the 
comparison of different cultures, entailing the analysis of cultural differ-
ences and similarities but without calling for mutual understanding and 
learning from each other’s cultures, the “intercultural” approach focuses 
on productive interactions between these cultures and ultimately leads 
to a deeper understanding and respect for all cultures, bringing about 
individual changes as well as collective transformations.

In this sense, the “intercultural” approach also differs from the “mul-
ticultural” one, in view of the fact that it does not configure itself as a 
passive approach in the acceptance of other people’s cultures, but as an 
active approach which “values cultural diversity and pluralism,” “places 
a central emphasis on intercultural dialogue, interaction and exchange,” 
and “proposes that all citizens should be equipped with intercultural 
competence [see Section 1.1.1], primarily but not only through educa-
tion” (Barrett 2013: 28). In short, on the one hand we have an approach 
which involves the presence and coexistence of multiple cultures but 
without necessarily implying interaction or exchange between these cul-
tures (“multicultural” approach), while on the other there is a dynamic 
process of interaction and exchange between cultural groups, aiming to 
go beyond mere coexistence to create a space for building relationships, 
bridging differences, embracing cultural growth and change (“intercul-
tural” approach).

Besides research on IE (intended as above), since our specific field of 
inquiry is Russian as a foreign language (RFL), in this first subchapter for 
theoretical definitions (of “culture,” “interculturality,” “intercultural com-
municative competence,” etc.) and the operative dynamics and processes 
of dialogue between cultures we will also rely on IE concerning the field 
of foreign language education (FLE),16 that is, “intercultural language ed-
ucation” (ILE) (Lu & Corbett 2012), conceived, in the wake of Borghetti 
(2016: 24), as “the strand of language learning and teaching that deals 
with the intercultural educational purposes of language learning and 
teaching.”

The theoretical foundations owed to IE and ILE upon which this book 
is based can be traced to two main areas:

1. Culture and interculturality (Section 1.1.1); and

15 The issue of identity in IE and the concept of “multiple identities” will be explored 
further in Section 1.1.1. For that which concerns stereotypes and their role in foreign 
language (FL) teaching/learning, refer to Section 1.2.2.
16 On the concepts of that field in general important to our study see Subchapter 1.2.
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2. Teaching culture and intercultural dialogue (Section 1.1.2).
It is necessary to point out that, in our theorizations and exemplifi-

cations, both in this first subchapter and in the following ones (as well 
as in the other chapters), we will be dealing with the Italian-speaking 
RFL learner and/or the Italian context (especially the university one). This 
choice is dictated by the fact that much of the experimental part of the 
study examines the Italian context.17

1.1.1 Culture and Interculturality

Especially from the late 1990s, in the field of IE studies both cultural 
and intercultural aspects have undergone a process of deconstruction re-
lated to the impact of postcolonial studies18 and to the rise of critical and 
self-reflective perspectives, which has led to the demolition of designa-
tions, procedures, and means employed in the area.

In particular, researchers have questioned the appropriateness or use-
fulness of using the concept of “culture.”

Let us think, for example, of the studies by Abdallah-Pretceille (1996, 
2006), which point out that the notion of culture is nowadays unsuitable 
for representing “cultural diversity,” since it is marked by descriptive, 
objectifying and categorizing approaches; hence the proposal to replace 
“culture” with “culturality,” which would better render the flexible and 
ever-changing nature of cultures.

The scholar thus defines the concept of “culturality,” which is offered 
to show the fluidity of cultures: “The notion of ‘culturality’ refers to the 
fact that cultures are increasingly changing, fluent, striped and alveolate. 
These are the fragments that one should learn to pinpoint and analyse” 
(Abdallah-Pretceille 2006: 479).

In other words, Abdallah-Pretceille proposes a shift from “knowledge 
of cultural differences,” typical of an “ethnographic approach” and entail-
ing an objectifying view of culture, to “understanding of cultural vari-

17 See, for example, the analysis of RFL textbooks used in Italy in Chapter 3 and the action 
research carried out in Italy in Chapter 4.
18 “Postcolonial studies,” becoming part of the critical toolbox in the 1970s thanks specially 
to the works of Edward Said, Gayatri Spivak, and Homi Bhabha, present themselves as 
an interdisciplinary subject dealing with the cultural, political, and economic legacy of 
colonialism and imperialism. As is widely known, this field promotes debates about race, 
colonialism, gender, politics, and language (for the key topics and concepts of postcolonial 
studies, ranging from borderlands to transnational literatures, from neo-imperialism to 
neo-liberalism and ecofeminism, see Ashcroft, Griffiths & Tiffin 2000).
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ation,” which is characteristic for an “anthropological approach” prob-
lematizing the concept of culture (479). One may or may not agree with 
this extremizing approach, but the emphasis on the dynamism of culture 
is quite supportable and central to our work as well.

There seem to be two important points in Abdallah-Pretceille’s 
thought, which we make our own in this research: on the one hand, what 
is stressed here is the irreducibility of culture and its knowledge to pre-
defined categories: “Cultural knowledge cannot be reduced to a combi-
natory analysis, however fine and complex, to a geometrization nor to a 
mechanics of cultural elements” (477).

On the other hand, the value of individuality emerges which, in ad-
dition to muddling these same categories and further confirming the im-
possibility of labeling and caging cultures,19 also testifies to the variety 
and plurichromatism of the world. “Our time”, writes the scholar, “is no 
longer one for nomenclatures or monads, but on the contrary for mul-
ticoloured patterns, mixing, crossing over and contraventions, because 
every individual has the potential to express him/herself and act not only 
depending on their codes of membership, but also on freely chosen codes 
of reference” (478).

Alongside the concept of culture, even the term “interculturality” it-
self has been questioned by studies in recent times to ‘decolonize’ IE.

For example, Simpson and Dervin (2019), starting from an in-depth 
intertextual analysis of the Council of Europe (CoE)’s (2018a, 2018b, 
2018c) Reference Framework of Competences for Democratic Culture, have 
shown how the very notion of “intercultural” can prove problematic, as 
it may conceal ideologies or “self-centered notions” of intercultural dia-
logue, fitting into Eurocentric discourses that stigmatize the Other. The 
same position is shared by Ferri (2022), who adopts a “critical intercultur-
alism” (Ferri 2018) and explains how, in effect, universalistic discourses 
on diversity, equality, dialogue, and tolerance can be exploited to silence 
certain voices, interpreting them as “other” and further marginalizing 
them: that is, paradoxically, interculturality would end up marginalizing 
and excluding, and in dialogue with the Other this very Other would be 
isolated (precisely because ‘other’). Also Aman (2017) invokes the need to 

19 “Indeed, cultural training based on a knowledge of supposed cultural models can suffice 
as long as the representatives behave according to the identified norms and examples. 
The difficulties start as soon as somebody does not fit, for one reason or another, into the 
expected framework, because the trainee is not necessarily the prototype of his or her 
group” (477–478).
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decolonize interculturality by decentering its colonial Eurocentric epis-
temic position, and even invites the field to open to an “inter-epistemic” 
rather than an “inter-cultural” approach.

In essence, the field of IE has long—and especially with the onset 
of modernity—realized that the concepts of culture and interculturality 
are nothing more than a compromise, or, at least, are concepts to be tak-
en with caution, to be problematized, to be reevaluated from a critical 
position.

Let us admit that in this work, while being aware of the possible 
critical issues associated with the use of such terms, we will not aban-
don the concepts of culture and interculturality nor deconstruct them 
(like the abovementioned scholars) but will make use of them (as well 
as other concepts central to the area of IE) by placing them in a flexible 
and dynamic framework.

Indeed, in international research on IE and supranational guidelines 
(by CoE, United Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural Organiza-
tion – UNESCO, Organization for Economic Cooperation and Devel-
opment – OECD, etc.)20, produced within a constructivist perspective 
(Georgescu 2018: 15–16) with inputs from the broader field of intercul-
tural communication as well, culture—and, consequently, also intercul-
turality—is commonly understood as a complex and multidimensional 
concept.

It should be pointed out immediately that defining culture is not 
easy (Abrams 2020: 9 calls it a “challenging endeavor”), because there 
are many possible definitions and views of culture, even depending on 
the various contexts of use and on the disciplines that propose them.

Research has generally emphasized that culture consists of beliefs, 
values, and thought patterns shared by a community (Byram 1997; 
Haslett 2017). Basically, it would be a “complex frame of reference” 
which connects in differentiated ways and at various degrees members 
of an identity group (Ting-Toomey & Takai 2006: 691) and serves to 
“making sense of the world” (Oetzel 2009: 6).

In this context we draw in particular on the definition of culture 
advanced by UNESCO (2001), according to which culture is the com-

20 See, e.g., J. Bennett (2015); M. Bennett (2013); Byram (2003, 2009, 2020); CoE (2018a, 
2018b, 2018c); Deardorff (2009, 2020); Holliday (2011, 2013); OECD (2018); UNESCO (2006, 
2010, 2013); World Bank (2010).
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plex of spiritual, material, intellectual, and emotional characteristics of 
a society or social group.

Since these identity groups—no matter how much they share com-
mon traits—are not and can never be internally homogeneous, we are 
in essence dealing not with one but with various “multiple cultures.” 
According to UNESCO (2013: 10),

cultures are themselves multiple, so that to insiders, every group re-
veals itself not as homogeneous but rather a nested series of progres-
sively smaller groups whose members are all too aware of distinctions 
between themselves.

UNESCO speaks out against the idea that culture and identity are 
fixed and monolithic, predetermined, for example, by the nationality of 
individuals or cultural groups, and reminds us how even our own per-
sonal perceptions show us that the reality is quite different:

everyone understands their own identity to be a more complex mat-
ter, with multiple identities relevant to different contexts: gender, class, 
age, ethnicity, region, history, nationality, occupation, each becoming 
relevant at different times in the same person’s day. Identities change 
over time: the child grows up and becomes a parent; the citizen of one 
country moves, becoming a citizen of another; the student graduates 
and becomes a teacher. Recognition of the multiplicity and fluidity of 
identity complicates our understanding of cultural pluralism (implying 
that people cannot accurately be categorized as only members of one 
group). At the same time, these facts simplify intercultural dialogue [for 
a definition of this concept, see infra]: since everyone has had the ex-
perience of moving between contrasting identities, it makes sense to 
recognize others as members of multiple groups as well. (10)

In other words, supranational publications as well as research on 
IE suggest that no one belongs to a single culture alone—“everyone has 
multiple identities, multiple cultural affiliations” (12), both “personal” 
and “social” (CoE 2018a: 29). Furthermore, each individual will usually 
use only some of the resources available in their cultural group(s) and 
occupy “a unique cultural positioning,” belonging to and participating 
in different cultures (30).

As observes CoE,
cultural affiliations are fluid and dynamic, with the subjective salience 
of social and cultural identities fluctuating as individuals move from one 
situation to another, with different affiliations – or different clusters of 
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intersecting affiliations – being highlighted depending on the particular 
social context encountered. Fluctuations in the salience of cultural affili-
ations and identities are also linked to shifts in people’s interests, needs, 
goals and expectations as they move across situations and through time. 
Furthermore, all groups and their cultures are dynamic and change over 
time as a result of political, economic and historical events and devel-
opments, and as a result of interactions with and influences from the 
cultures of other groups. They also change over time because of their 
members’ internal contestation of the meanings, norms, values and 
practices of the group. (30)

Also in the area of ILE, the perspective of the complexity, multidi-
mensionality, and flexibility of culture in intercultural processes has 
long been embraced by research.

While initially scholars dealing with IE in the linguistic field (among 
others: Byram 1989, 1997; Zarate 1986, 1993) thought of culture from a 
national perspective, as the social norms, habits, beliefs, and language 
that united the members of a nation, beginning with a post-structural-
ist approach,21 on the one hand, and thanks to the rise of multicultural 
societies, on the other, the concept of culture started breaking out of the 
national sphere and broadening to include a community of discourse 
united by a common social space, history, and imagery, which it itself 
created and recreated in a dynamic way (Kramsch 1998a: 10).

For the purposes of our study, the strand of ILE that treats culture 
within a non-essentialist approach22 (e.g., Holliday 2011, 2013; Kramsch 
1993) is of particular relevance.

21 By “post-structuralist approach” we mean, in the wake of Block (2009: 216), “an ap-
proach to the study of social phenomena and human behaviours which moves beyond the 
search of stable social structures and universal explanatory laws to a concern with issues 
that are arguable unique to the times in which we live, embedded as they are in social con-
texts emergent in the runaway world of late modernity.” As summarized by Pennycook 
(2001: 107), “beyond the often obscure discussion of the sign, subjectivity, and discourse, 
poststructural-ism becomes a way of thinking, a tendency to always question given cate-
gories (human nature, universalism, the individual, culture, language, knowledge) and to 
try to explore how these categories are not so much real qualities of the world but are the 
products of particular cultural and historical ways of thinking.”
22 “Essentialism”, observes Holliday (2011: 4), “presents people’s individual behaviour as 
entirely defined and constrained by the cultures in which they live so that the stereotype 
[on this topic see Section 1.2.2] becomes the essence of who they are.” While “essentialism” 
treats cultural diversity in a ‘superficial’ way, taking for granted that people of different 
cultures are different and flattening the differences within the same culture (for example, 
through the univocal identification of a culture with a specific country and language [we 
will come back several times in Chapters 1 and 2 to the essentialist tendency to assume 
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According to this strand,
1. Culture should be interpreted as a complex, historicized, and 

flexible concept, whose extreme “variability” (Kramsch 1993) 
makes it dynamic, fluid, and subject to change.

2. Intercultural confrontation is not necessarily national, but can 
also be transnational, that is, occurring between speakers be-
longing to different languages/cultures that cannot be identified 
with a single nation or “large culture” (Holliday 1999).23

3. In intercultural confrontation, individuals are not simply rep-
resentatives of a supposedly fixed and essentialized culture, but 
possess “multiple identities” (UNESCO 2013: 10).

As a result, according to the theoretical and operational framework 
we have outlined, it is no longer possible to sustain a fixed and one-di-
mensional view of culture and intercultural practices (such as that, as 
we will see, espoused by the methodology of RFL teaching; see Chapter 
2). On the contrary, as we have seen also by examining the most ex-
treme positions of IE scholars close to postcolonial approaches, more 
and more in modern society the concept of culture becomes a “flow” 
(Hannerz 1992), that is, something flexible and dynamic, constantly 
evolving and renegotiating itself, given the awareness that all cultures 
“are the product of ongoing negotiations with the outside world, ne-
gotiations through which a horizon is established, an identity that can 
only be defined as a continuous creation” (Schnapper 1986: 151).

In a nutshell, the main idea here (on which we build our work) is 
that culture is not a monolithic and static block, but rather a fluid, com-
plex, multilayered, and constantly moving element.

that there is a perfect equivalence between territorial area, culture, and language, which 
is however denied by the complexity of reality, i.e., by sociolinguistic and sociocultural 
aspects of the world we live in]), “non-essentialism,” as highlighted by Holliday, conceives 
diversity as the product of an ideological construction and therefore implements greater 
caution in categorizing cultural groups and in describing them in terms of similarities 
and differences (see Holliday 2011: 5). For more on the difference between essentialist and 
non-essentialist approaches in ILE, refer to Borghetti (2022, 2023).
23 Holliday’s (1999) non-essentialist cultural paradigm untethers the notion of culture 
from the individual’s ethnic and national affiliation, thereby contrasting the hegemonic 
ethno-national, fundamentally essentialist cultural model (“large culture”) with a new, 
non-essentialist cultural model (“small culture”), where members of individual social 
groups are brought together by cohesive factors that differ from the ethnic-national com-
ponent. It goes without saying that, here, alongside Holliday (1999), we also refer to the 
transnational model of language and culture teaching proposed by Risager (2005, 2006a, 
2006b, 2007, 2012).
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This implies, on the one hand, that the “identity” of the individual 
group, conceived as “the subjective experience of the individual that 
defines his/her affiliation with the group with which (s)he shares the 
same traits” (Bettoni 2006: 38), can be seen as an ongoing process in 
which meanings and the boundaries between groups or communities 
are continuously renegotiated and redefined (Byram et al. 2009: 8).24

On the other hand, it also means that the uniqueness and plurali-
ty of cultures and identities involved in intercultural processes is not 
diminished, but rather preserved and, as it were, strengthened in the 
dialogue between different cultures, where each culture presents with-
in itself a multiplicity of angles and views that, of necessity, dialogues 
with the multiplicity of angles and views of other cultures.

As well summarized by Borghetti (2016: 53), culture is
a dynamic process on both a personal and social level: on the one hand, 
in fact, each individual participates in multiple cultures at the same time 
and with each one shares only some resources (material, social, and 
subjective) among those that characterize the group as a whole; on the 
other hand, cultures constantly change—even if not always in an im-
mediately perceptible way—due to the dialogic interaction between the 
people who take part in them.

The concept of target culture in RFL teaching adopted here is also 
based on these premises and on a “pluricentric” approach to the Russian 
language (see more infra). In particular, in the wake of our previous 
studies (see, e.g., Torresin 2022a, 2023a), we will understand target cul-
ture as consisting not only of “Russian culture,” conceived as the culture 
of ethnic Russians (i.e., national), but also of “Russophone25 culture,” 
namely, that culture that expresses itself in Russian but does not have 
Russian ethnicity (i.e., transnational) (see Fig. 1). For this latter, let us 
think, for example, of the literary sphere, which is a relevant aspect for 
RFL teaching,26 where there are numerous world-renowned contempo-
rary non-Russian but Russian-speaking writers, such as the Armenian 
Narine Abgaryan or the Kazakh Sergey Luk’yanenko.

24 For a review and discussion of identity theories in ILE, see Borghetti (2019).
25 We deliberately choose here to use the term “Russophone” (instead of “Russian-speak-
ing” or equivalents), which was introduced into the Russian academic debate by Caffee 
(2013) in the context of literary studies pertaining to Russian-language non-ethnic lit-
erature in the Imperial, Soviet, post-Soviet and contemporary periods, to emphasize its 
transnational character.
26 We will come back to this topic in Chapters 4 and 5.
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Fig. 1

Russian and Russophone Cultures as Target Cultures in RFL Teaching

Such a picture is related to the idea of the dynamism and non-essenti-
ality of culture as already explained. In the case of the Russian language, 
we will therefore have ethnic Russian speakers, on the one hand, and 
Russophone people, on the other, who are participating in Russian and/or 
Russophone cultures (Russophone ethnic individuals or groups living in 
the Russian Federation,27 but also Russian-speaking individuals or com-
munities in former Soviet republics, emigration and diaspora situations, 
bilingual/multilingual or minority contexts, such as Russian-speaking 
people in the Baltic States, etc.), having complex and “multiple” identi-
ties. Let us consider, for instance, Aleksey, a 28-year-old Russian engi-
neer born in Moscow, who will therefore bring with him, together with 
his other cultures and identities (e.g., male – adult – worker, and so on) 
Russian culture, rather than 30-year-old Taras, a Ukrainian national but 
raised in a Ukrainian-Russian bilingual family and context, who will 
therefore represent both Russophone (Ukrainian) and Russian cultures, 
or Vera, 45-year-old Russian-Lithuanian lawyer with her Polish husband 
residing in Vilnius (Lithuania), who brings together, in addition to multi-
ple identities (e.g., woman – adult – worker – wife – mother, and so on) 
at least three cultures (Russian, Russophone, and Polish).

Moreover, this portrait of target cultures in RFL teaching corresponds 
to the image of the Russian language as a “pluricentric” space, present-
ed by the current research (Mustajoki, Protassova & Yelenevskaya 2019), 

27 According to the 2021 census by the Federal State Statistics Service, in the Russian 
Federation, there are more than 190 different ethnic groups, which generally speak, be-
sides Russian, other national/local languages, and have their own cultures and traditions 
(Rosstat 2021).
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which emphasizes the role of Russian as a language of communication 
used not only in Moscow or in a national environment but also outside 
the borders of Russia, by not only ethnic Russians but also Russophone 
speakers (e.g., Ukrainians, Moldavians, Uzbeks, etc.), on the basis of what 
scholars suggest, for instance, for a context as emblematic of sociolin-
guistic complexity as that of the Baltic States already mentioned (see, e.g., 
Berdicevskis 2014; Sinochkina 2018).

Besides, the vision of Russian and Russophone cultures proposed 
here fits well with the focus on the identity dimension in ILE promoted 
by Borghetti (2016: 139–168), who, in light of the belief that identity is “a 
personal, contextual, and dynamic process of identification with one or 
more groups” (150), calls on researchers and educators to “provide learn-
ers with the tools to manage the multiple identities of their possible inter-
locutors” (159). We will try to take up such an invitation and challenge in 
the final chapter of this book (see Chapter 5). For the time being, howev-
er, we would like to note that this does not necessarily imply questioning 
the connection between language and culture,28 but rather its critical re-
thinking in consonance with the theoretical assumptions outlined so far 
(e.g., definitions of culture and identity).

From what we have said therefore also follows a very specific idea of 
interculturality,29 understood as a fluid and constant process or an active 
philosophy involving “the existence and equitable interaction of diverse 
cultures and the possibility of generating shared cultural expressions 
through dialogue and mutual respect” (UNESCO 2005: 5, Article 4.8), out-
side of any cultural fundamentalism or hierarchy of cultures (Georgescu 
2018: 17).

Substantiating this idea is a dynamic and complex perception of “in-
tercultural communication” and “intercultural communicative compe-
tence,” which we will now go on to describe, as they underlie our study.

In this work, by intercultural communication (IC) we mean
a dynamic interrelationship and interaction between (at least) two par-
ticipants in (at least) two different cultures (not necessarily national but 

28 Such a connection, in our opinion, cannot be totally denied and, moreover, is one of our 
assumptions, although in a revisited guise (see Section 1.2.1 for more details).
29 As will be evident from the definition adopted here (see infra), we employ the term 
“interculturality” as a synonym for “interculturalism,” according to the ways in which 
this last concept (beyond terminological niceties) is configured in IE research (see, e.g., the 
works by Abdallah-Pretceille 2006; Besley & Peters 2012; Cantle 2012; Kastoryano 2018; 
Meer et al. 2016; Penas Ibáñez & López Sáenz 2006; Sarmento 2014; Verkuyten et al. 2020; 
Zapata-Barrero & Mansouri 2022).
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also transnational), characterized by own specificities, individualities, 
and “multiple identities.” (UNESCO 2013: 10)

Picking up on the idea of culture already expressed above and illus-
trated in Fig. 1, we can then adapt this definition to the RFL field in this 
way:

IC is a dynamic interrelationship and interaction between (at least) one 
RFL learner participating in one or more cultures and (at least) one Rus-
sian speaker participating in one or more Russian and/or Russophone 
cultures, where both RFL learner and Russian speaker are characterized 
by their own specificities, individualities, and multiple identities.

Intercultural communicative competence (ICC), which is both the 
condition and goal of IC (conceived as above), has generally been ex-
plained as

the appropriate and effective management of interaction between peo-
ple who, to some degree or another, represent different or divergent af-
fective, cognitive, and behavioral orientation to the world. (Spitzberg & 
Changnon 2009: 7)

Another useful definition of ICC is that of the CoE, which interprets 
ICC as

the ability to mobilize and deploy relevant psychological resources in or-
der to respond appropriately and effectively to the demands, challenges 
and opportunities presented by intercultural situations.(CoE 2018a: 32)

Combining these definitions, we suggest considering ICC as
the appropriate and effective management of interaction between peo-
ple belonging to and participating in multiple cultures (not necessarily 
national but also transnational), who are characterized by different or 
divergent affective, cognitive, and behavioral orientation to the world, 
as well as by their own specificities, individualities, and multiple identi-
ties, and are able to mobilize and deploy relevant psychological resourc-
es in order to respond appropriately and effectively to the demands, 
challenges, and opportunities presented by intercultural situations.

It seems to us that such a definition has the merit of avoiding the risk 
of “the promotion of an essentialist perspective on culture” (UNESCO 
2013: 7).

ICC (thus interpreted) advocates a “combination of values, attitudes, 
skills, knowledge and critical understanding” that enables an individual 
to “understand and respect” the cultural differences between themselves 
and others (CoE 2018a: 74) establishing an “intercultural dialogue,” which 
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arises when “an individual perceives another person (or group of peo-
ple) as being culturally different from themselves” (31) and implements 
a range of strategies to address these cultural differences and their bear-
ers, therefore improving his/her “intercultural sensitivity” (M. Bennet 
1986a, 1986b).

Not surprisingly, in the field of ILE, the concept of ICC is linked 
to the “pragmatic competences” identified by the Common European 
Framework of Reference for Languages (CoE 2001: 13, 123–126), which 
places “intercultural skills” among the “know-how”/“savoirfaire” skills, 
which imply the capacity to fulfil the role of cultural intermediary be-
tween one’s own culture and the foreign culture and to deal effectively 
with intercultural misunderstanding and conflict situations (105).

In essence, ICC includes a critical component and a mediation 
component. For on the one hand, the learner is called upon to have “a 
critical or analytical understanding of (parts of) their own and other 
cultures” (Byram 2000), that is, a “critical cultural awareness” (Byram 
1997), and on the other, to “mediate between members of two (or more) 
social groups and their cultures” (Beacco at al. 2016: 10).

As concerns RFL teaching, returning to the previous definition of 
ICC already provided by us on a general level and taking into account 
also the remarks made above, we can now adapt this definition to our 
specific field of investigation and see ICC as

the appropriate and effective management of interaction between 
(at least) one RFL learner and (at least) one Russian speaker belong-
ing to and participating in multiple cultures (for the Russian speak-
er, in one or more Russian and/or Russophone cultures), who are 
characterized by different or divergent affective, cognitive, and 
behavioral orientation to the world, as well as by their own spec-
ificities, individualities, and multiple identities, and are able to  
1) show a critical understanding of their own and other cultures, and 
2) mediate between their own and Russian and Russophone cultures 
in order to respond appropriately and effectively to the demands, chal-
lenges, and opportunities presented by intercultural situations (inside 
and outside the RFL classroom).

When confronting the target cultures (Russian and Russophone), 
the RFL learner will therefore progress in the development of his/her 
own ICC according to the following scheme (see Fig. 2). The figure rep-
resents the multilateral, multidimensional, and dynamic interaction be-
tween the RFL learner’s multiple background cultures, on the one hand, 
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and the multiple Russian and/or Russophone cultures of the Russian 
speaker, on the other hand.

Fig. 2

Multilateral Interaction Between Multiple Learner’s Cultures and Russian 
Speaker’s Multiple Russian and/or Russophone and/or Other Cultures (Inside 

and Outside the RFL Classroom)

To give a practical example from the Italian university context 
(which will form the background of our analysis of RFL textbooks in 
Chapter 3): our RFL learner may be Matteo, a 20-year-old Italian student 
who has his own musical group (his multiple cultures and identities will 
be: male – young – son – brother – student – Italian – musician, etc.), or 
Tanya, a 21-year-old bilingual and bicultural student with an Italian dad 
and Spanish mom, whose boyfriend is Romanian (her multiple cultures 
and identities will include, alongside Italian and Spanish cultures, also 
the Romanian one, since she has a Romanian boyfriend, often visits him 
and his parents and has thus become familiar with a little Romanian 
culture as well, etc.).

Matteo or Tanya come into contact with a Russian speaker, who in 
turn will possess multiple cultures and identities, primarily Russian and/
or Russophone: this could be the already named 28-year-old Russian en-
gineer Aleksey (Russian culture), or 30-year-old Ukrainian Taras (Rus-
sian and Russophone cultures), or 15-year-old Kazakh scholar Dinara, 
who can speak, besides the Kazakh language, good Russian, and usually 
shares with foreign friends curiosities about her country’s Soviet past 
(Russophone culture), or also Svetlana, a 43-year-old Russian teacher of 
Italian who has so internalized Italian culture that she prefers coffee to 
tea (the latter is traditionally more popular in Russia) and therefore is 
also representative in her own way of Italian (as well as Russian) cul-
ture, or at least of some international trends in Russian culture.

These examples seem to us to best convey the idea of   the complexity 
and dynamism of intercultural exchanges and interaction between RFL 
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learners and Russian speakers. It is in this interaction that the founda-
tions are laid for a “third place” (in Kramsch’s 1993 words), where the 
RFL learning process is continually redefined and reshaped by the rela-
tionships between all the cultures involved.

To summarize what has been said in this first section, the three main 
starting points, drawn from IE and ILE, on which our work is based, are 
as follows:

1. Culture and interculturality (with the related concepts of IC, 
ICC, intercultural dialogue, etc.) are two complex, fluid, and 
multifaceted concepts, to be understood in a non-essentialist 
sense.

2. The individual is never simply a representative of a given cul-
ture, as each of us has multiple identities, participating in multi-
ple cultures simultaneously. As regards RFL and IC, by virtue of 
the pluricentric nature of the Russian language, we will there-
fore be dealing with two target cultures: Russian (ethnic, na-
tional) and Russophone (transnational), with which the learner 
comes into contact (along with the other multiple cultures and 
identities of their Russian-speaking interlocutors) during RFL 
classes and intercultural contacts with Russian speakers.

3. In the comparison between two different cultures multiplici-
ties of cultures, identities, angles, and visions all confront one 
another, which makes the development of ICC—and, therefore, 
intercultural dialogue as a whole—an even more complex opera-
tion. In our case, the multiple cultures and identities of the RFL 
learner will dialogue with the multiple cultures and identities 
of the Russian speaker, in its dual macro aspects of Russian and 
Russophone cultures.

In the next section, we will see what IE and ILE scholars have sug-
gested in order to implement intercultural dialogue in practice, that is, 
to teach culture, and we will bring these reflections into the RFL area 
as well.

1.1.2 Teaching Culture and Intercultural Dialogue

Within the dynamic and multilayered conceptualizations of culture 
and interculturality that we have outlined in Section 1.1.1, IE is also 
interested in putting intercultural processes into practice in the class.



39Theoretical Discussion

However, it must be said that it is not easy to teach foreign culture, 
especially in the specific area of ILE.

This is for a number of reasons. First, in fact, as Omaggio (1993: 
358) admits, educators themselves do not always know the target cul-
tures well or are able to incorporate cultural topics into already packed 
language curricula.30 Second, because learners themselves often lack 
awareness about their own cultures (Abrams 2020: 213), without which 
no intercultural dialogue with other cultures is possible.

All this makes the development of ICC much more complicated.
Not to mention that the teaching of culture is a delicate and complex 

process, as it requires one “to understand another social group from an 
emic point of view (i.e., from the standpoint of members of that culture), 
rather than an etic or outsider perspective” (Abrams 2020: 213). Inci-
dentally, it should not be forgotten that, theoretically, it may also be an 
endless process, since we do not and cannot know—and, therefore, teach 
and/or learn (taking the perspective of teachers or learners, respective-
ly)—everything either about our own cultures or about the other ones.

However, teaching culture in areas like FLE is as necessary as ever. 
To this end, research and supranational documents on IE by CoE and 
other international institutions and organizations have produced var-
ious didactic strategies, actions, and activities that make it possible to 
respond to the macro-objective of intercultural teaching (also applied, 
in our case, to the field of FLE, which will be addressed in Subchapter 
1.2), that is, the development of the learner’s ICC, of the learner’s abil-
ity to orient him/herself in a foreign culture and to respect its cultural 
values, which passes through the achievement of a good dose of cultural 
awareness.31

Specifically, as far as ILE is concerned, initially this field embraced 
the treatment of culture stemming from the communicative approach,32 

30 We will come back to this issue in Chapter 4.
31 See, e.g., CoE (2004); Huber & Reynolds (2014); ILPT (2018); Martinelli & Taylor (2000); 
Seelye (1996).
32 Originating from the changes in British FLE dating back to the late 1960s, in response to 
grammar-translation method (see footnote no. 174) and audio-lingual method, the com-
municative approach in the 1970s became the dominant FLE approach. Such an approach, 
as is well known, emphasized the use of language for meaningful purposes in authentic 
situations (also thanks to the work on authentic materials and cultural aspects) and ef-
fective interaction in the target language with less focus on formal correctness. For more 
details on the history and characteristics of the communicative approach, see Richards & 
Rodgers (1986: 64–86).
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which, although it had the merit of bringing cultural aspects into the 
FL curriculum, showed significant limitations in presenting these same 
aspects to the learner. In fact, within the communicative approach, a 
“comparative method” based on comparing target and source cultural 
practices was (and still is, for the majority of cases) in use. Culture was 
(and is) presented in a fragmentary and often stereotypical way (see, 
e.g., Beacco 1992; Byram 1989; Zarate 1993), through typical situations 
that would allow a schematic comparison between the learner’s culture 
and that of the country of the language being studied, both conceived 
in a univocal and static way (contrary to the dynamic view of culture 
we saw in Section 1.1.1). As Baker (2015: 138) showed for English as a 
lingua franca, such a method may be dangerous because it flattens com-
plexities and ignores the presence of minorities. In other words, culture 
ends up with becoming (and being taught as such) simply a “body of 
knowledge” or “a set of the learnable rules that can be mastered by stu-
dents,” therefore losing its role of “framework in which people live their 
lives, communicate and interpret shared meaning” (Liddicoat & Scarino 
2013: 22).

In essence, although applied with the best of intentions, by virtue 
of its very characteristics the comparative method leads to a treatment 
of culture, in FL classes, oriented on essentialist approaches.33 For this 
reason, in the present study we will not rely on such a method, which, 
although included among the methods recommended by intercultural 
pedagogy for teaching culture and stimulating intercultural dialogue, 
seems to us to carry more risks than benefits as far as the field of FLE 
is concerned. Moreover, from our perspective, the comparison of cul-
tures—which such a method presupposes—is in itself the first stage of 
any intercultural interaction,34 which, however, must then be directed 
toward a non-essentialist and non-static, but dynamic and flexible, dia-
logue with the culture(s) of the Other. However, such a dialogue must be 
conducted with different, more in-depth tools and procedures that allow 
it to go deeper, not to be limited to pure (static, essentialist) comparison 
but to foster interactions between all the cultures involved (see also 
infra and Chapter 5).

As will become clear from what has been said so far, for a field—such 
as FLE—in which the comparative method has produced stereotypical 

33 See Section 1.1.1 and footnote no. 22.
34 For further discussion of this issue, see also Section 1.2.2.
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and distorted images of culture,35 using such a method will then prove 
counterproductive. We will see in a moment which methods (and relat-
ed activities) may be more effective for teaching culture in place of the 
comparative method.

It should be observed that it was only with the development of inter-
cultural sensitivity that, especially from the 1990s onwards, scholars36 
began to leverage the importance of appropriate treatment of cultural 
aspects in FLE. Teaching suggestions and practices that were more sen-
sitive to the appropriate teaching of culture were thus developed and/
or refined37 with the important contribution of (among other things) 
pedagogy and intercultural pedagogy, adding to the comparative meth-
od. Among such approaches, the “narrative method,” the “decentraliza-
tion method,” the “deconstruction method,” and the “action method” (for 
more details, see infra) play an important role in our discussion.

We will now illustrate these methods—which, for the reasons stated 
above, in RFL teaching would prove far more productive than the com-
parative method—using the theoretical systematization of intercultural 
teaching methods provided by the pedagogue Nanni (2003). It needs to 
be clarified that the methods described infra will be the starting points 
for the practical-operative part of this book (Chapter 5), where, also 
based on the overall methodological framework outlined in Chapter 1 
and on the previously mentioned relevant literature on the practical im-
plementations and applications of intercultural teaching by both IE and 
ILE, we will try to develop original strategies and materials for teaching 
RFL from an intercultural perspective.

We will combine each method, as its concrete implementation, with 
examples of teaching activities based on the theoretical assumptions set 
out in Section 1.1.1 and on the specific IE and ILE literature, aimed at:

1. Reflection on one’s own culture(s);
2. Reflection on others’ culture(s); and
3. Comparison and interaction of cultures (see Fig. 3).

35 For the specific RFL field, refer to the discussion of concepts of culture, IC, and ICC 
offered in Chapter 2.
36 E.g., Beacco (2000); Byram & Tost Planet (2000); Byram & Zarate (1994, 1995, 1997); 
Byram, Zarate & Neuner (1997); Guilherme (2000); Kramsch (1993, 1998a, 1998b); Lo Bian-
co, Liddicoat & Crozet (1999); Papademetre & Scarino (2000); Risager (1991); Zarate (1993).
37 See, e.g., Byram, Gribkova & Starkey (2002); Corbett (2010); Gill & Čaňková (2002); Hol-
liday et al. (2004); Mishan & Kiss (2024).
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Fig. 3

Aspects of RFL Intercultural Activities

It should be noted that, in reality, the moments preconfigured here of 
“reflection on one’s own culture(s),” “reflection on others’ culture(s),” and 
“comparison and interaction of cultures” are never isolated and separate 
from one another, but in fact coexist and interact with one another con-
tinuously. Similarly, for this reason it will be difficult to devise activities 
purely devoted to one or the other aspect (in those proposed below, as 
will be seen, the three moments are generally connected). However, here, 
for greater practicality, we adopt the schematization provided above, 
which will serve us later (see Chapter 5) for the proposal of original in-
tercultural activities aimed at teaching RFL. One final observation: the 
last aspect of these activities holds in its name the “comparison” between 
cultures typical of the comparative method (which we do not adopt here, 
for the reasons already mentioned), but integrates it with the concept of 
“interaction,” precisely to underline how (as has been said above) IC is 
not limited to mere passive comparison, but this only constitutes a means 
of passage towards active interaction between all the participating cul-
tures.38

Having made these premises and clarifications, let us start our ex-
amination with the “narrative method,” which is perhaps the most easi-
ly applicable method for teaching culture (and, in our case, also foreign 
culture) and “the warmest, most welcoming, and democratic method of 
interculture” (Nanni 2003). Such a method is based on the exchange of 
experiences and the comparison of points of view through storytelling39 
in the form of self-telling/self-writing. Through the narrative method, 

38 Here we agree with Borghetti (2022: 14), when she notes how “language classes should 
not be seen as protected environments in which learners prepare for ‘real’ intercultural 
exchange (that which would presumably take place outside the classroom) ... but the very 
site of such encounters.”
39 This useful teaching technique will be dealt with in Chapter 5.
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learners can mutually exchange life experiences, get to know a little more 
closely the reality of the other, thereby implementing an exchange of 
cultural values.

The strength of this method lies in the stimulation of the ability to 
“listen to the Other,” who becomes a “lead actor” through the story of 
him/herself and his/her life (Nanni 2003). This dual direction of the nar-
rative is very important, because it reflects and embodies the two-sided 
nature of intercultural dialogue, which is realized precisely in the story, 
as a profoundly human element, common to all.

We quote Nanni’s words here:
If interculturality is a “movement of reciprocity,” then it is not enough to 
talk to the Other, nor to talk about the Other, but it is necessary to listen 
to the Other. It is necessary that the Other also speaks to us, that (s)he 
manifests him/herself, that (s)he reveals him/herself, that (s)he commu-
nicates the story of his/her life. 
Both a child and an adult have a life story to tell. This is why no one is 
excluded from the narrative. You can ask to narrate a fairy tale, a party, 
a journey, a game, a dream, an adventure, a typical dish, a diary, a movie, 
etc. Our belief is that narrative methodology is one of the most effective 
methodologies for intercultural education.

The direct narration of autobiographical experiences can be accom-
panied by listening to/reading other (auto)biographical narrative forms, 
such as “life stories of emigrants, biographies of witnesses, travel diaries, 
movies and documentaries by foreign authors, poems, and dramatiza-
tions” (Nanni 2003). In this way the narrative, according to Nanni, from 
a mere “object” of education becomes its “epistemic principle,” that is, it 
takes on educational value.

The narrative method can find possible applications in RFL classes in 
various modalities. Below we offer two examples:

1. The teacher may ask learners to record their own life stories 
starting from a specific topic (e.g., the story of their family). Sub-
sequently the learners will have to listen to the story of a class-
mate (possibly with a different cultural background from theirs). 
This will also stimulate openness towards Russian speakers.

2. Instead, to aim more specifically at the development of the ICC 
towards the Russian speaker, as a replacement or in addition to 
the previous activity, the teacher may propose reading a choice of 
(auto)biographical literary passages that address that same spe-
cific topic and then stimulate a discussion among the learners.40

40 We will come back to the central role played by literature in intercultural teaching of 
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The second method we present here is the “decentralization method,” 
whose aim is, as Nanni writes, “to increase the ability to decentralize one 
own’s point of view, learning to consider one own’s way of thinking as 
being not the only possible or the only legitimate one but one among 
many.” Such a method consists of the narrative (oral or written) of char-
acters, events, episodes, facts, and literature told from a different point of 
view, other than the usual one. Nanni brings, among various examples, 
the Crusades as seen by the Arabs, Colonialism in Africa as told by Af-
ricans, rather than the fairy tale of Little Red Riding Hood told from the 
wolf’s point of view.

Decentering ourselves and taking on the Other’s point of view “helps 
us to relativize our point of view and sometimes makes us more aware of 
how we are” (Nanni 2003). In this way, learners can interact with the Oth-
er by discovering that “for the Other I am the Other,” coming to a higher 
awareness of both the Other and themselves.

This method, in essence, makes it possible to develop learners’ inter-
cultural sensitivity by getting them out of the comfort zone of egocen-
trism and ethnocentrism, but also by snatching them away from intoler-
ance and racism. To quote Nanni:

The anthropological and educational value of decentralization lies en-
tirely in the path to escape from egocentrism and ethnocentrism. Decen-
tralization contains within itself an antidote to intolerance and racism. 
It is a democratic internship, a training to learn to accept the partiality 
of one’s own truth, never all-encompassing, never absolute, never de-
finitive. 
To decentralize oneself, one must accept one’s limits and mistakes, rec-
ognize that one needs others, and be available to listen and collaborate. 
All this requires availability and inner security that find their origin not 
on the level of knowledge but in a serene emotional maturation.

As can be understood from this brief description, if in the narrative 
method, a single version of a (self)biographical story was told/written 
and listened to/read, which nevertheless led to an exchange of experienc-
es (through, precisely, the “listening to the Other”), the decentralization 
method allows for a greater relativization of the point of view, since it 
presupposes, in what in fact configures itself as role play,41 the assump-
tion of a different identity and a different point of view (often unusual, 

RFL in Chapters 4 and 5.
41 For a discussion on the use of this technique in FL teaching, see Chapter 5.
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unexpected, etc.) to tell (orally or in written form) another (even imagina-
tive and creative) version of a traditional/‘canonical’ story.

In the RFL class, the decentralization method may have several imple-
mentations. We limit ourselves to pointing out two of them:

1. The teacher may ask learners to identify with a ‘controversial’ 
character from Russian history of their choice (e.g., Tsar Ivan the 
Terrible, Rasputin) and to expound (orally, e.g., via video record-
ing, podcast, etc. or in written form) their own versions of history 
regarding a debated/problematic event (to pick up on the exam-
ples above, e.g., the death of Ivan the Terrible’s wives and the 
magical cures given to Tsarevich Aleksey Romanov).

2. As a replacement or in addition to the previous activity, the teach-
er may ask learners to identify with a literary character from Rus-
sian and/or Russophone literature of their choice, from the same 
or different works, from the same or different authors (e.g., Anna 
Karenina and Aleksey Karenin; Anna Karenina and Natasha Ros-
tova; Anna Karenina and Sonya Marmeladova). The procedure of 
this activity will be the same as the previous one.

For the purpose of even deeper reflection on one’s own cultures, the 
“deconstruction method” shows particular utility. It is, in essence, a meth-
od by which the teacher helps learners to place themselves in a critical 
perspective toward their own cultures of belonging and to deconstruct 
“prejudices, stereotypes, clichés, deforming images, ethnocentric linguis-
tic categories, etc.” (Nanni 2003) (see also Section 1.2.2).

Among the topics on which the critical deconstruction of the source 
cultures can be based, Nanni indicates, for example, the prejudices re-
lated to Islam on the part of public opinion, the concept of human races 
(non-existent in the plural) as well as the concept of intelligence (on the 
contrary, to be declined in the plural, given the presence of various types 
of intelligence).

According to Nanni, this cannot be an abstract operation, but a work 
that the teacher should conduct “by going down to the very concrete 
terrain of ordinary language, of everyday communication, of the normal 
tools we use in teaching... to verify the meaning of deconstruction pre-
cisely on them.”42

42 It should be remembered that, in ILE, scholars underline the power of language in pro-
moting or, conversely, inhibiting intercultural dialogue. For example, Kramsch (1998b: 31) 
argues that IE “must be accompanied by an increased sense of personal and individual 
responsibility in the use of words ... The privilege of the intercultural speaker is an em-
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“Deconstruction,” as Nanni understands it, is a constructive and pos-
itive demolition, as it comes to be the first step toward decentralizing the 
individual (and the learner) and building a new collective memory:

To effect this change, it is necessary to “build by deconstructing.” That 
is, to build a new (planetary) memory by deconstructing the dominant 
memory, which is ethnocentric but passes itself off as planetary.
Deconstruction should therefore be understood as promoting the abil-
ity to question oneself, to revisit and revise one’s ideas. It is a process 
of revision, relativization, historicization, and decentralization of one’s 
conceptual categories.

The deconstruction carried out by the individual triggers a virtuous 
circle in which others are also encouraged to do the same, that is, to 
deconstruct their own cultures, thus also contributing to a better under-
standing between the cultures themselves, that is, to intercultural dia-
logue.

Coming now to the RFL field, the deconstruction method can be ap-
plied, for example, in the following ways:

1. The teacher may ask learners to deconstruct a certain concept 
(e.g., the concept of family or that of femininity/masculinity) in 
their source cultures, focusing in particular on the deconstruction 
of stereotypes related to this concept.

2. After or in parallel (for example, conceiving a cooperative activi-
ty in groups, followed by a plenary discussion), depending on the 
organizational aspects of the class, the teacher may ask learners 
to deconstruct that same concept in the target cultures, that are, 
Russian and Russophone cultures, also focusing here on the de-
construction of stereotypes related to this concept.

The last method we propose here is the “action method,” which, un-
like the methods presented so far, does not focus on “knowledge” and 
“attitudes” of a mental nature that can generate openings to intercultural 
dialogue, but rather aims to enhance “the pragmatic path of education 
for active citizenship” through practical initiatives, such as inviting rep-
resentatives of other cultures for a direct comparison, planning visits to 

inently verbal privilege indeed.” And again, Borghetti (2016: 166) writes that “providing 
intercultural language education also means ... teaching students to take care of their own 
language, because it is also through careless and approximate linguistic use that stereo-
types and discriminatory messages are perpetuated.” We will see more closely how this 
can happen in Chapter 2.
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mosques, synagogues or Buddhist centers, organizing intercultural exhi-
bitions or festivals (Nanni 2003).

There are many ways in which the action method can also contribute 
to RFL classes. For instance, the teacher may involve learners in organiz-
ing an exhibition dedicated to Russian and Russophone cultures. Similar-
ly, guided visits may be planned to places of interest to the learners which 
are linked to the target cultures (museums, Russian language and culture 
institutions, etc.) or which demonstrate a link of the target cultures with 
the cultures of origin of the learners. For example, in the case of the Ital-
ian context, there are various cities and, within those cities, specific plac-
es connected to the stays of Russian/Russophone 19th-century writers, 
such as Florence for Fëdor Dostoyevskiy, Rome for Nikolay Gogol’, etc. 
An even simpler initiative for the teacher to implement is an intercultural 
lunch/dinner with learners (e.g., after the end of classes) in a restaurant 
that offers Russian and/or Slavic (Polish, Ukrainian, etc.) cuisine.

The methods and activities suggested here are useful for all areas 
where an intercultural dialogue should be fostered, and especially for 
FLE, where it should be promoted an intercultural teaching capable of 
fully developing the learner’s ICC integrating culture with language (see 
Section 1.2.1) and based on sociotypes rather than stereotypes (see Sec-
tion 1.2.2). All this makes it possible to transform the teaching/learning of 
culture in something “dynamic” (Liddicoat 2002), in “a process in which 
learners engage rather than as a closed set of information that he/she 
will be required to recall” (Liddicoat & Scarino 2013: 23). That is, within 
the non-essentialist approach to culture and its teaching that we have 
embraced here (see Section 1.1.1), students have the opportunity “to con-
front all the dimensions of diversity (national, but also sexual orientation, 
gender, professional, religious, generational, etc.) that can make for an 
‘intercultural’ encounter and, from each, draw opportunities for the de-
velopment of their own intercultural competence” (Borghetti 2022: 18).

To draw sums from this section, we are indebted to IE and ILE for the 
following concepts:

1. Teaching culture is a difficult process for various reasons (lack of 
time during classes, potentially poor background knowledge re-
garding the target and one’s own cultures on the part of students 
and teachers, etc.) and also potentially endless, yet it remains 
necessary in the FLE area (and thus, also RFL), given the connec-
tion between language and culture (see Section 1.2.1).
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2. In order to teach culture in RFL classes, methods and activi-
ties specifically aimed at the development of learners’ ICC on a 
non-essentialist basis must be used, that is, allowing for reflection 
on one’s own cultures and on Russian and Russophone cultures, 
ultimately leading to dynamic comparison and interaction be-
tween all cultures involved.

After having discussed the contribution of the areas of IE and ILE to 
our work from a general theoretical (culture and interculturality) as well 
as methodological-practical side (teaching culture and intercultural dia-
logue), in the next subchapter we will delve into the elements and aspects 
derived more specifically from the FLE area.

1.2 Foreign Language Education (FLE)

The distinction between “second language” and “foreign language” 
education, which was first introduced in English teaching research in the 
1950s (see Howatt 1984), is not always observed by scholars. Moreover, 
the two terms not infrequently have been used interchangeably or, even 
more often, the latter has been incorporated into the former (see, e.g., El-
lis 1994: 6; Mitchell & Myles 2004: 5–6). However, in the wake of that part 
of language education research that believes this distinction is necessary 
(e.g., J. Hall & Verplaetse 2000; Van Deusen-Scholl & May 2017) for the 
reasons that will be explained below, here we will make explicit the dif-
ference between the two terms, which is functional to our investigation.

By “second language education” (which—let us make clear right 
away—falls outside the scope of this book) we mean a context where a 
non-native language that a person learns is commonly spoken and has an 
institutional role in his/her community of reference. This is the case of an 
Italian student learning Russian while living for a period in Russia (where 
Russian is the official language), or of a Russian student learning Italian 
while staying in Italy (where Italian plays an institutional role).

Instead, in this study we will address “foreign language education” 
(FLE), by which we refer to a context where a non-native language that 
a person learns is not commonly spoken and has no institutional role in 
his/her community of reference. To recall the Russian and Italian con-
texts already mentioned, a good example may be provided by the Russian 
language learned in Italy by an Italian student (here Italian, and not Rus-
sian, is the official language), or of the Italian language learned in Russia 
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by a Russian student (here Italian plays no institutional role, which is the 
province, instead, of Russian).43

Once the difference between second and foreign language education 
is clarified, it will also become obvious why such a distinction is import-
ant. Indeed, it implies a different degree of exposure outside the class-
room to the language and culture studied, which may be greater (second 
language education) or lesser (FLE) and result in learning procedures that 
are more implicit, that is, unconscious and autonomous (second language 
education), or explicit, that is, conscious and guided (FLE). It follows that, 
in general, as far as FLE is concerned, both the commitment of the stu-
dent and the role of the teacher will be more pronounced.44

The concepts peculiar to FLE (conceived as above) which we draw 
on for this study and which will be illustrated in the following pages are:

1. The connection between language and culture (Section 1.2.1); and
2. The transition from stereotype to sociotype (Section 1.2.2).
However, it should be specified that these concepts will not be fully 

embraced here but only partially, in line with the theoretical view of IE 
discussed earlier (see Subchapter 1.1).

In particular, with regard to Section 1.2.1, the connection between 
language and culture advocated by FLE will be conceived within a pluri-
centric sociolinguistic context, typical of RFL (see Section 1.1.1), where a 
single language (Russian language), albeit in its variants (diatopic, dias-
tratic, diaphasic, etc.), corresponds to multiple cultures (Russian and Rus-
sophone), and thus unrelated to the univocal one-language–one-culture 
correspondence proper to the traditional (academic and non-academic) 
conception.

Turning now to Section 1.2.2, while we share with FLE the need to 
overcome the stereotype for the sociotype in FL classes, we will distance 

43 See also Klein (1986: 19): “The term ‘foreign language’ is used to denote a language 
acquired in a milieu where it is normally not in use (i.e. usually through instruction) and 
which, when acquired, is not used by the learner in routine situations. Latin is a classic 
example and a living language which simply forms part of the schoolchild’s curriculum 
is another. A ‘second language’, on the other hand, is one that becomes another tool of 
communication alongside the first language; it is typically acquired in a social environ-
ment in which it is actually spoken. Examples are French among the German-speaking 
Swiss population, English among many Hindus, Russian among many Georgians in the 
Caucasus, etc.”
44 As Liddicoat and Scarino (2013: 8) write, in a FL environment, “learners are often isolat-
ed from the communities they are studying and their experience of linguistic and cultural 
diversity as it relates to their language is necessarily mediated primarily through the 
classroom.”
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ourselves here, on the one hand, from the vision of Russian speakers as a 
homogeneous and standardized identity group advocated by essentialist 
approaches to culture and IE widespread within the FLE area, accord-
ing to the non-essentialist approach exposed in Section 1.1.1, and, on the 
other hand, from the adherence to the comparative method as a possible 
didactic proposition for the RFL field, as we believe that intercultural dia-
logue should not be based so much on the passive comparison of cultures 
(which constitutes only a natural and necessary first step of any intercul-
tural interaction, as we saw in Section 1.1.2), but rather on their dynamic 
interaction, which is only possible after reflection on the culture(s) of the 
Other and on one own’s culture(s), aimed at the development of ICC.

Finally, since the empirical part of this research focuses especially on 
the Italian context (see Chapters 3 and 4), we will give special attention, 
besides the international literature on the subject, to studies on language 
education from the Italian scholarly literature from the field of language 
learning and teaching, which is pivotal for our work.

1.2.1 The Connection Between Language and Culture

FLE links the teaching of a FL to the teaching of the culture through 
which that language is expressed. Now, although we have already had 
occasion (in Section 1.1.1) to observe how this association cannot always 
be made unambiguously, especially when talking about multiple cultures 
expressed through a language-intermediary, as is the case with Russo-
phone cultures for non-Russian ethnic Russian speakers, we cannot but 
agree with the assumption of FLE that language is not just an abstract 
tool made up of constructs and grammatical rules, but it is also connected 
to culture in some way, through a two-way link, not always monocentric 
(as we have seen for Russia).

Anyway, it is undeniable (and here we align ourselves with Risager 
2007: 166) that, while studying a FL, one must also come to terms with the 
culture(s) which is/are conveyed through that language, and which thus 
establish(es) a vital link (non-monodimensional and exclusive, but still 
existing) with the language itself.

Now, in FLE, the connection (also non-linear, but still present) be-
tween language and culture has been highlighted many times.45

FLE refers in this to the anthropologist Franz Boas (2011: 25–26), who 
had shown how the words of a language adapted to the environment in 

45 For an in-depth analysis of the topic, see Borghetti (2016: 57–65).
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which they were used. Although it is essentially a hoax, the example still 
cited today in language teaching of the numerous words to describe the 
color of snow among the Inuit, which entered popular culture following 
Edward Sapir (1921) and Benjamin Whorf’s (1956) theory of linguistic 
relativity46 (inspired by Boas himself),47 is eloquent of the way in which—
according to FLE—language reflects culture, which in turn influences lan-
guage, in a continuous circle.

It was from the 1960s onward that the issue of the language-culture 
relationship became increasingly important to the field of FLE. To stay in 
the American context, the linguist Robert Politzer (1959: 100–101) at the 
Fifth Annual Round Table Meeting on Linguistics and Language Teaching 
asserts the importance of culture in language teaching, emphasizing the 
inseparable link between language and culture:

As language teachers we must be interested in the study of culture (in 
the social scientist’s sense of the word) not because we necessarily want 
to teach the culture of the other country but because we have to teach 
it. If we teach language without teaching at the same time the culture in 
which it operates, we are teaching meaningless symbols or symbols to 
which the student attaches the wrong meaning; for unless he is warned, 
unless he receives cultural instruction, he will associate American con-
cepts or objects with the foreign symbols.

In essence, failure to teach culture, besides being senseless given the 
link between language and culture, would also lead to the creation of 
stereotypes (see Section 1.2.2).

Politzer actually expresses a generally shared sentiment in world 
linguistics circles of that period. For example, in the Italian sphere, in 
consonance with Politzer’s words is the first issue of Lingua e Civiltà 
[Language and Civilization], a periodical of C.L.A.Di.L., Centro di Lin-
guistica Applicata e Didattica delle Lingue [Center for Applied Linguis-
tics and Language Didactics] of Brescia, in Italy, in which Giovanni Freddi 
(1968a), the founder of the Venetian school of language teaching research 

46 The “Sapir–Whorf hypothesis,” also known as the “linguistic relativity” hypothesis, em-
phasizes that the language one speaks influences the way one thinks about reality (see 
Lucy 2001).
47 Boas (2011: 25–26) had pointed out, alongside other similar examples (such as the con-
cept of water for the English, seen as a liquid, lake, river, rain, etc.) the wealth of Inu-
it words to indicate snow: “Here we find one word, aput, expressing SNOW ON THE 
GROUND; another one, qana, FALLING SNOW; a third one, piqsirpoq, DRIFTING SNOW; 
and a fourth one, qimuqsuq, A SNOWDRIFT.”
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and one of the founding fathers of Italian studies on language learning 
and teaching, states:

Thanks to the contribution of structuralism, linguistics can be consid-
ered ... the most advanced of the sciences of man. ... But language is 
also the voice and main vehicle of the “civilization” that expresses it. 
A linguist can limit himself to studying a language as a “sign system,” 
detached from its cultural and human background; a language teacher 
cannot.

There are two observations to be made on these lines by Freddi.
First, the C.L.A.Di.L. was critical of structuralism,48 hitherto prevail-

ing in theories of language education, pointing out the shortcomings of 
structuralist proposals for language learning, which were too focused 
on the set of rules and grammatical structures that constitute language 
(langue) than on the concrete reality of the individual linguistic act (pa-
role). As Pavan (2020: 52) writes,

The aim expressed in the Center’s manifesto was the renewal of lan-
guage teaching in Italy, using the indications provided by general and 
applied linguistics, the psychology of learning and language, sociology 
and anthropology; the purpose was to grasp what useful things could 
come from all disciplines in order to place them in a modern pedagogical 
and didactic framework so as to formulate the priority of a functional 
and practical language teaching. The purpose of C.L.A.Di.L. was thus to 
pursue an integral, that is, functional and formative, foreign language 
teaching, almost an anticipation of some of the themes present in to-
day’s competency-based teaching.

Second, what we find very interesting is Freddi’s distinction between 
the “linguist” and the “language teacher.” This distinction introduces the 

48 Structuralism, whose founder was the Swiss linguist Ferdinand de Saussure, can be 
defined as “an approach to linguistics which stresses the importance of language as a 
system and which investigates the place that linguistic units such as sounds, words, sen-
tences have within this system” (Richards & Schmidt 2002: 519). Linguistic structuralism 
began with the posthumous publication of de Saussure’s Course in General Linguistics in 
1916, which gave birth to modern linguistics and semiotics. From a general perspective, 
structuralism builds on the analytical examination of the various components of language 
to study their interrelationships and place them within language as a system. In the field 
of FLE, the structuralist approach became established in the 1950s and was based on the 
behaviorist theory of language learning, which in turn drew on the American psycholo-
gist Burrhus Skinner’s (1938) neo-behavioristic learning theory, according to which the 
individual reacts to series of stimulus–response–reinforcement sequences (positive or 
negative), which ultimately creates in him/her unconscious mental attitudes, thus leading 
to human behavior conditioning.



53Theoretical Discussion

variable of the didactic dimension, that is, of how language is taught/
learned. Put in simpler terms, if a linguist has an abstract perspective on 
language, which for him/her is nothing more than a “system of signs,” 
the language teacher cannot fail to take into account the sociolinguistic 
dimension of the language (s)he teaches, and that is, (s)he must also teach 
culture along with language.49

Elsewhere Freddi (1968b: 87) remarks that language teaching should 
be combined with the teaching of “civilization” (preferred by him to the 
term “culture,” but basically analogous to it): that is, the teacher must 
present the “way of life” of the culture being taught/learned. In essence, 
for Freddi the vital and authentic sociolinguistic context in which com-
munication takes place is no longer a framework for language teaching, 
but rather becomes one of the central focuses of language education as 
well as the very condition for language teaching/learning to take place.

In other words, as Pavan (2020: 53) well summarizes:
In the study of a foreign language, the comparison between two cul-
tures is inevitable, so learning a language without learning the culture 
of reference means being confronted with a semantic system without 
meaning, a set of signals that have a formal syntax, therefore difficult to 
assimilate, and that have no pragmatics.

In short, in the perspective of FLE a binomial language-culture exists 
according to which there are strong relationships that regulate these two 
mutually influencing elements.

This idea accompanies even later educational theories. In Thought and 
Language (1992), Lev Vygotskiy, one of the founders of Soviet psychology 
and the main representative of the interactionist current, explores the 
relationship between words and consciousness and maintains that lan-
guage generates thought. This is not the place to go into detail about the 
complex interaction between language and thought, which is described 
by Vygotsky [Vygotskiy] (2012: 231) himself as “not a thing but a process, 
a continual movement back and forth from thought to word and from 
word to thought,” that is, as a process in the making, not so easy to define 
and analyze.50 For the purposes of our investigation, suffice it to say that, 

49 On the practical aspects of culture teaching, see Section 1.1.2.
50 Vygotsky [Vygotskiy] (2012: 231) observes how, “In that process, the relation of thought 
to word undergoes changes that themselves may be regarded as development in the func-
tional sense. Thought is not merely expressed in words; it comes into existence through 
them. Every thought tends to connect something with something else, to establish a rela-
tion between things. Every thought moves, grows and develops, fulfills a function, solves 
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according to Vygotskiy, the mind is a sociocultural product, since it is 
formed by culture and language.51

And again, from the pragmatic-cultural perspective of the psychol-
ogist Jerome Bruner’s Culture of Education (1996), language learning 
also involves learning the cultural models connected to the target cul-
ture, since “learning and thinking are always situated in a cultural set-
ting and always dependent upon the utilization of cultural resources” 
(Bruner 1996: 4). What Bruner emphasizes is, basically, the parallelism 
between language acquisition and cultural transmission. Echoing Vy-
gotskiy, the American scholar argues that the development of thinking is 
determined by the child’s linguistic tools and sociocultural experience. In 
other words, for Bruner, mental processes have a social foundation and 
human cognition is influenced by culture, through its symbols, artifacts, 
and conventions.52

a problem. This flow of thought occurs as an inner movement through a series of planes. 
An analysis of the interaction of thought and word must begin with an investigation 
of the different phases and planes a thought traverses before it is embodied in words” 
(see also p. 233: “Thought and word are not cut from one pattern. In a sense, there are 
more differences than likenesses between them. The structure of speech does not simply 
mirror the structure of thought; that is why words cannot be put on by thought like a 
ready-made garment. Thought undergoes many changes as it turns into speech. It does 
not merely find expression in speech; it finds its reality and form. The semantic and the 
phonetic developmental processes are essentially one, precisely because of their opposite 
directions”; p. 269: “No matter how they were interpreted, the relations between thought 
and word were always considered constant, established forever. Our investigation has 
shown that they are, on the contrary, delicate, changeable relations between processes, 
which arise during the development of verbal thought. We did not intend to, and could 
not, exhaust the subject of verbal thought. We tried only to give a general conception of 
the infinite complexity of this dynamic structure — a conception starting from experimen-
tally documented facts”; p. 270: “The connection between thought and word ... is neither 
preformed nor constant. It emerges in the course of development, and itself evolves”).
51 As Vygotsky [Vygotskiy] (2012: 100) writes, “Thought development is determined by 
language, i.e., by the linguistic tools of thought and by the sociocultural experience of the 
child,” or, in other words, “The child’s intellectual growth is contingent on his mastering 
the social means of thought, that is, language.”
52 Bruner (1996: X–XII) maintains that “you cannot understand mental activity unless you 
take into account the cultural setting and its resources, the very things that give mind its 
shape and scope. Learning, remembering, talking, imagining: all of them are made possi-
ble by participating in a culture. ... Mental life is lived with others, is shaped to be com-
municated, and unfolds with the aid of cultural codes, traditions, and the like.” From the 
perspective of the “culturalism” Bruner advocates, the mind cannot exist or be conceived 
without culture, since what makes man such is the construction and representation of 
reality through a symbolic system shared by the members of a cultural community and 
handed down to subsequent generations in order to maintain the identity and way of life 
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However, these discussions on the language-culture link in FLE must 
not lead us to forget the risk of ideological understanding of such a link, 
as we will see especially in Chapter 2. Instead, according to our preceding 
discussion on the complex notion of culture (Section 1.1.1), the relation-
ship of culture with language also has to be problematized. This issue has 
been addressed especially by Karen Risager (2005), who takes anthro-
pologist Michael Agar’s (1994) concept of “languaculture” and interprets 
it as the cultural aspects of language (Kultur in der Sprache). According 
to Risager (2005: 191–192), each individual has his/her own languacul-
ture that is “both structurally constrained and socially and personally 
variable” (191). It can be analyzed in three dimensions, which represent 
the various cultural perspectives on language: the “semantic-pragmatic” 
dimension (that of linguistic connotations, the object of study of linguis-
tic anthropology, cross-cultural semantics, and intercultural pragmat-
ics); the “poetic” dimension (the aesthetic uses of language, at which the 
literature area directs its attention); and the “identity” dimension (the 
sociocultural aspects of language, which form the field of sociolinguis-
tics). For example, while each individual must partake in widely socio-
culturally shared semantic-pragmatic rules, e.g. “more or less obligatory 
distinctions between ‘sister’ and ‘brother’, between ‘he’ and ‘she’” (191), 
at the same time “the meaning of such notions as ‘work’ and ‘leisure’ 
may be quite different even within the same professional group or the 
same family” (192). The same applies to the other dimensions. Concern-
ing the aesthetic one, no literary study on the evolution of, e.g. poetic 
styles within a language area would be possible without the premise of 
a languaculture with both fixed and variable elements. Concerning the 
identity dimension, many sociolinguistic studies explicitly explore the 
issue of how “people project their own understanding of the world onto 
the interlocutors” (191).

proper to that culture: “mind could not exist save for culture. For the evolution of the 
hominid mind is linked to the development of a way of life where ‘reality’ is represented 
by a symbolism shared by members of a cultural community in which a technical-social 
way of life is both organized and construed in terms of that symbolism. This symbolic 
mode is not only shared by a community, but conserved, elaborated, and passed on to 
succeeding generations who, by virtue of this transmission, continue to maintain the 
culture’s identity and way of life” (3). Although Bruner’s view, with its emphasis on the 
transmissibility and heritability of culture, despite the recognition of its richness, com-
plexity, and subjective variables (e.g., on p. 14, he admits that individuals are not “simply 
mirrors of their culture”) comes across as somewhat static compared to the one proposed 
in this book (see Section 1.1.1), we credit the scholar’s stress on cultural factors in edu-
cation.



56 Theoretical Discussion

From what we have said so far, we can thus summarize the first two 
assumptions drawn from FLE that we make our own in the present study:

1. When teaching/learning a FL, one cannot disregard teaching/
learning the corresponding foreign culture(s)53 as well, which 
emerges as connected to language in multidimensional relation-
ships;

2. With the focus only on language as a “sign system” and without 
the teaching/learning of culture, language education is to be seen 
as partial and incomplete, if not even a prelude to stereotypes.

It is necessary to devote more space to the latter issue, so we will 
elaborate on it in the next section.

1.2.2 The Transition From Stereotype to Sociotype

Partial knowledge of the target culture gives rise, in the representative 
of another culture and in the learner with another cultural background, 
to “stereotypes,” that is, quick judgments about other people based on 
a single characteristic they possess (Bodenhausen et al. 1994). In other 
words, these are irrational opinions not based on facts but on subjective 
and “prejudiced” judgments (Hepburn & Locksley 1983), very often fixed 
and difficult to change, which prevent objective evaluation.

To give a concrete example of stereotype, it will suffice to think about 
the blonde color of a woman’s hair, which in many cultures is associated 
with low intelligence (i.e., the “dumb blonde” stereotype, typical of Amer-
ican culture). Other eloquent examples could be some common classifica-
tion of the French and the Russians, respectively, as ‘haughty’ and ‘cold.’

Basically, “with stereotyped thinking,” writes Abrams (2020: 293), 
“we ascribe specific characteristics – positive or negative – to an entire 
cultural group and essentialize its members to those characteristics.” In 
this sense, stereotypes can be seen as “generalized cognitive beliefs about 
cultural groups” (293).

From this standpoint, where the Other is viewed through glasses dis-
torted by one’s preconceptions and vision of the world, it is clear that 
there can be no intercultural dialogue. According to the perspective of 
FLE, it is therefore important that the stereotype is overcome so that the 
encounter with the foreign culture can be said to be full and complete.

53 The use of the plural here is related to the multilayered and pluricentric view of lan-
guage and culture expressed in Section 1.1.1.
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Before seeing what FLE suggests for the purpose of overcoming the 
stereotype, it is however necessary to reflect on the nature of the ste-
reotype itself. In fact, despite being aware of the problem constituted by 
stereotypes, rather than limiting oneself to demonizing them as result of 
one’s own vision and perception of the world, we should seek above all to 
understand their deepest logic by turning to demo-anthropological and 
psychological disciplines.

Actually, the stereotype fulfills a typically human task: that of simpli-
fying the real in order to be able to deal with it. According to the cultural 
anthropologist Giacalone (1994), there are three cognitive mechanisms 
underlying the formation of stereotypes:

1. “Generalizing,” that is, attributing to the individual the character-
istics of the group without considering his/her uniqueness.

2. “Reducing,” that is, providing an oversimplified representation of 
the Other, thus qualifying him/her by a single distinctive feature.

3. “Mixing,” that is, bringing the unknown back to already known 
and encountered categories.

These mechanisms will not have an impact if they do not fit into a 
collective imagination, or beliefs shared by one’s own community of ref-
erence. At the same time, what the stereotype represents is an attempt to 
establish the characteristics of the community one belongs to, differenti-
ating it from what that community is not (the Other).

Basically, we can say that the stereotype also has a somewhat posi-
tive function, as it allows one to define one’s identity. From the point of 
view of the social psychologists Tajfel and Forgas (1981), stereotyping is 
nothing more than a way to organize complex information and rearrange 
chaos. It is essentially a defense mechanism through which the individ-
ual constructs mental representations that allow him/her to somehow 
pigeonhole and, therefore, in some way, to control the Other.

This view of stereotype is included in a more general theorization 
of “social identity” implemented by Tajfel and Turner in two major 
works (Tajfel & Turner 1979; Turner 1985). From the perspective of the 
two scholars, in the definition of oneself and one’s identity, belonging to 
groups (social class, family, football team, etc.)54 plays a crucial role.

54 According to Tajfel and Turner (1979: 40), a group is “a collection of individuals who 
perceive themselves to be members of the same social category, share some emotional 
involvement in this common definition of themselves, and achieve some degree of social 
consensus about the evaluation of their group and of their membership of it.”
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These groups constitute an important source of pride and self-esteem, 
that is, a sense of belonging to the world or, in other words, the indi-
vidual’s social identity. Social identity implies involuntary and natural 
processes of “social categorization,” through which individuals identify 
with an internal group, or “in-group” as opposed to external groups, or 
“out-groups” on which negative perceptions are projected (“social com-
parison”). This happens because, according to the social identity theory, 
the in-group will tend to discriminate against the out-groups to improve 
its self-image. Let us take an example of how this mechanism works: one 
group might think that Russia is the best country in the world. To boost 
its self-image, this group will not hesitate to discriminate and prejudice 
out-groups, for example by stating that Italy or Spain are bad countries 
to live in.

The example reported above makes us understand how, according 
to this logic, the world appears divided into two opposing worlds, into 
two irreconcilable poles—an ‘us’ and a ‘them’—, on the basis of a process 
of social categorization. Stereotyping, that is, the placing of people into 
groups and categories, is based on a normal cognitive process: the ten-
dency to group things together (Fiske 1998).

In making these groupings, due to the need to increase the image 
of one’s own in-group, there is a tendency to exaggerate the differences 
between groups and the similarities in the same group.55 In other words, 
we see the group to which we belong (the in-group) as different from 
the others (the out-groups), and the members of the same group as more 
similar than they are. At the same time, there is a tendency to discredit 
the out-groups, as different from oneself, in order to assert the identity of 
one’s own in-group more forcefully.

In this framework, as has been suggested by Catellani (1987: 84), “ste-
reotypes represent the sets of attributes which are associated with social 
categories and which allow the differentiation of one category from an-
other.” Going back to what was said at the beginning of this section, the 
stereotype is configured as a “process[es] of simplification of thought” 
to which the individual resorts “for reasons of mental economy,” that is, 
to better organize information and—we can add—to better orient him/
herself in the social sphere.56

55 This is what Tajfel (1969) calls “inter-categorical differences” and “intra-categorical sim-
ilarities,” respectively.
56 We would like to report here Castiglioni’s (2005: 45–46) experience and subsequent 
conclusions: “When I ask in a classroom of Italians to tell me which cultural group comes 
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In essence, the stereotype can be seen as a socio-cognitive and sur-
vival operation with which the individual manages to define him/herself 
(albeit in a contrastive way, by antithesis with respect to an out-group) 
and to relate to the world around him/her without being overwhelmed by 
it (even if, as we have seen, with discriminatory or sometimes even racist 
reactions towards the out-groups).57

Coming now to the field of education, however, it must be recognized 
that stereotyping, although extremely inherent in human thinking and 
not totally demonizable, cannot lead to full mastery of the target lan-
guage and culture(s). This is because it carries with it cognitive schemata 
and sociocultural images of the Other that, insofar as they are essential-
ized and subjective, cannot create the basis for a dialogue with the Other.

And here the proposal of FLE is to help the learner who comes into 
contact with the foreign culture to make the leap from stereotype to so-
ciotype (Mezzadri 2015: 308–310).

The term “sociotype” was first used in sociological research by Bog-
ardus (1950) to indicate the effects produced by society on the individual 
in general, but without further study. Here we use it in its subsequent ap-
plications to language learning and teaching, which we owe to the Italian 
linguist Balboni (1999), who defines the sociotype as a characterization 
of a foreign culture derived from a rational generalization of an empiri-
cally verifiable stereotype. In other words, to use Wiest’s (2003: 137) sim-
plification, sociotypes are “characteristics that tend to be true across a 
particular group of people” or, as the cross-cultural psychologist Triandis 
(1994: 107) points out, they are those stereotypes that are ‘realistic’ and 
‘accurate,’ being based on some empirical evidence.

to mind when I ask ‘Who are those who drink a lot?’, I usually get a polyphonic chorus 
of people who very firmly answer ‘The English,’ ‘The Irish,’ ‘The Germans.’ The second 
question is ‘How do you know?’ Here the answers begin to be more vague and subdued, 
and punctually experiences of study trips to England, Ireland, or Germany, usually made 
by teenagers, for up to two weeks are reported. ... The instinctive response of students 
... should not be demonized, but understood as a normal reaction of our psychological 
processes to the complexity of the reality of experience, until we bring to awareness a 
set of meta-level cultural dimensions that provide us with some more complex reasons.”
57 In other words, the stereotype assumes the role of an instrument of self-preservation 
from a world that appears to the individual to be too complex to be dealt with as it is, and 
is therefore simplified, that is, made addressable by translating it into a false representa-
tion (stereotype). See Castiglioni (2005: 46): “Human beings do not respond directly to the 
reality that surrounds them, but to a representation of it that they themselves to a greater 
or lesser extent, construct. Reality is too complex to be reproduced in this sort of internal-
ly represented pseudo-environment; simplifying structures then become indispensable.”
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To give a concrete example of a sociotype that concerns Russian cul-
ture, we may think about the low tendency of Russian people to smile 
at strangers, which is also shown in many movies.58 If, on the one hand, 
the alleged ‘coldness’ of the Russians already mentioned is certainly a 
stereotype as it is based on subjective and irrational judgments of peoples 
who are almost always more expansive (Italians, Spaniards, etc.), on the 
other it is undeniable that Russians tend to smile much less often than, 
for example, Spaniards and Italians. Rather than a stereotype, this can 
be considered a sociotype, in the way it corresponds (in many cases) to 
a verifiable and generalizable fact. The rational explanation behind it is 
that the open smile is reserved for family and friends, while in official 
contexts it is instead interpreted as a sign of hypocrisy (see Dalla Libera 
2017: 58–59; Prokhorov & Sternin 2011: 145–155): that is why Russians 
generally (excluding individual differences and peculiarities, which also 
need to be taken into account) are not so generous with smiles, and not 
because they are angry or sad all the time.

It is clear that generalizations with a good degree of verisimilitude 
cannot always be made, because, as we already know (see Section 1.1.1), 
in contact with the Other the individualities of individuals and the com-
plexity of the multiple cultures of which these individuals are bearers 
come into play. However, the basic idea put forward by FLE, which in-
vites us to move away from the stereotype and toward the sociotype, that 
is, cultural analysis that highlights the salient features of a foreign culture 
but at the same time avoids the flattening of variety and the homologa-
tion of culture, seems to us to be shareable.

In fact, generalizing, unlike what it may seem at first glance, does not 
mean falling back into the stereotype, but rather advancing cognitive hy-
potheses which, although based on imperfect albeit large-scale research, 
allow us to photograph the dominant orientations within a certain social 
group (Bollinger & Hofstede 1989; Hoopes 1981). As also observed by 
Castiglioni (2005: 47), “a generalization does not intend to follow the ste-
reotype, but on the contrary explains the distribution of the majority of 
individuals of a certain group in relation to an indicator, while taking into 
account the internal diversity of a population.”

On the other hand, it should also be remembered that, if generaliza-
tions (i.e., sociotypes) were banned from the FL classroom, it would be 

58 On the cultural value of the smile (in general) as an expression of communication con-
veyed by body movements (“kinesics”), see also Balboni & Caon (2015: 56).
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very difficult (or even impossible) to teach or even talk about culture and 
intercultural aspects.

Moreover, we must recognize that, if it is not always fundamental 
that the FL learner is aware of sociotypes, indeed there is no doubt that, 
on becoming familiar with them, (s)he could better organize the informa-
tion on the foreign culture in his/her possession and therefore improve 
his/her ICC.

At the same time, the stereotype also reflects a different way of con-
ceiving life and values by the learner who formulates it. For this reason, it 
is not enough for the learner to acknowledge the problem created by un-
critical judgments about the target culture(s). Instead, the teacher needs 
to put him/her in a position to understand the reasons that lead a certain 
culture to express itself (on a general basis) in one way rather than anoth-
er. The goal is not the complete assimilation of the foreign culture (which, 
logically, would be rather unrealistic in a FL environment), but learners’ 
reflection, comparison, and understanding of it, which can only happen 
if the stereotype is transformed into a sociotype, that is, a stereotype ver-
ified by practice and experience.

To facilitate the learner’s transition from stereotype to sociotype, 
the teacher will have to implement an intercultural teaching that makes 
learners focus on cultural differences in the form of a sociotype. This is 
possible through various active methods, which allow learners to com-
pare the target culture(s) with their own cultures, thus debunking ste-
reotypes and rather replacing them with sociotypes functional to their 
learning: comparisons, simulations, and clarification of misunderstand-
ings through the media and newspapers.59

Thanks to these methods, the learner will be able to (see Balboni 1999):
1. Get to know the other culture(s) without relying on stereotypes;
2. Tolerate and respect cultural differences;
3. Accept a variety of possible cultural models, embracing what 

Freddi (1982) has called “cultural relativism.”
Let us make a side remark here to clarify well what has been said so 

far and to respond to a possible criticism of the comparison of cultures 
promoted by FLE to move the student from stereotype to sociotype. We 
have already had occasion to observe in Section 1.1.2 how the compara-
tive method, introduced into FL teaching by the communicative approach 
and based on schematic and often approximate comparisons between 

59 Some intercultural activities useful for this purpose have already been presented in 
Section 1.1.2. For more intercultural practices and teaching strategies, see also Chapter 5.
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source and target cultures, is not only of little use for the development of 
the learner’s ICC, but in fact can even be harmful, as it leads the learner 
to stereotyped and essentialized representations of the foreign culture(s) 
and the Other. However, it is undeniable that the first encounter with 
the target language and culture(s), as we have seen, requires conceptual 
schematization and systematization that can be functional in teaching 
practice for both student and teacher.

In other words, comparison between cultures advocated by FLE is, 
indeed, an inevitable process for the enhancement of ICC. At the same 
time, though, we are convinced that such comparisons should not stop 
at mere comparison between cultures (as in the comparative method) 
within an essentialist approach to culture and intercultural dialogue, but 
rather aim at dynamic interaction between cultures (as we suggested in 
Section 1.1.2), where comparison between cultures takes place within a 
non-essentialist, multidimensional, and flexible theoretical-operational 
framework (see Section 1.1.1).

Now let us recapitulate the main ideas seen so far, which rely on FLE 
with significant inputs from anthropological, sociological, and psycho-
logical studies:

1. When teaching/learning a FL, one necessarily faces cultural dif-
ferences, that can lie at the origin of misunderstandings, when 
not leading to real stereotypes, understood as prioritized and ir-
rational judgments about the Other capable of hindering if not 
inhibiting communication.

2. In FLE, stereotypes should not be demonized, since at their roots, 
after all, there is a need for identity definition for which the indi-
vidual seeks his/her own identity at the cost of negativizing that 
of others. Instead, they should be transformed into sociotypes 
(i.e., stereotypes verified by practice and experience, functional 
to foreign culture teaching/learning).

3. To transform stereotypes into sociotypes, FL teachers should 
offer learners intercultural activities allowing for reflection, dy-
namic comparison, and understanding of cultures.

After the two key concepts of FLE covered in this second subchapter 
(connection between language and culture, and transition from stereo-
type to sociotype), we now turn to see, in the next subchapter, the ele-
ments constituting the theoretical basis of our investigation drawn from 
the methodology of RFL teaching.
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1.3 Methodology for Teaching Russian as a Foreign Language 
(RFL)

By “methodology for teaching Russian as a foreign language” (RFL) 
we mean here all the theories, methods, strategies, and practices that 
have been elaborated by research on the RFL area throughout its history 
(see Moskovkin & Shchukin 2013).

Although the title of this subchapter focuses on teaching (since this, 
after all, is the focus or perspective of the present work), it is clear, how-
ever, that, besides teaching processes, learning processes—to which we 
will also refer, both here and later—should not be neglected.

The concepts derived from the methodology of RFL teaching (thus 
defined) and employed in our study are the following:

1. Cultural dimension as a cornerstone (Section 1.3.1); and
2. Textbook theory (Section 1.3.2).
Two clarifications become necessary here. As will be noted, the first 

concept recalls the centrality of the cultural topic promoted by the studies 
on IE, which we have already dealt with (see Subchapter 1.1), embracing 
the idea of the connection between language and culture typical of FLE 
(see Section 1.2.1), but seeing its more specific declinations in RFL. The 
second concept, on the other hand, has to do with RFL textbook studies, 
which have produced a number of significant theorizations that underlie 
the textbook analysis proposed in Chapter 3: that is why it is included in 
this section.

To go into even more detail, as far as Section 1.3.1 is concerned, the 
intellectual theoretical development related to the centrality of culture 
in RFL will be analyzed here, but it will already be seen that some as-
sumptions related to a national and essentialist view of culture need to 
be rethought (see Chapter 2). Turning now to the RFL textbook theory 
discussed in Section 1.3.2, the history of the main textbook models built 
by RFL scholars will be traced, which testifies to an attitude to scientific 
analysis of the textbook also adopted by this work, but at the same time 
critical issues related once again to a simplified and essentialist concep-
tion of the (inter)cultural dimension will be highlighted.

1.3.1 Cultural Dimension as a Cornerstone

Intercultural theories and practices are conceived in the RFL field as 
being part of a specific historical moment, marking the evolution of a 
40-year confrontation with the cultural element and its teaching and dis-
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tinguishing the modern teaching of Russian language and culture in a 
foreign educational environment.

We will now try to retrace the steps of this history to see how we 
have come to the development of a didactic vision of intercultural RFL 
and what its characteristics are compared to the orientations that pre-
ceded it.

As is well known, the problem of culture and interaction with differ-
ent cultures, which is the core of IE (see also Section 1.1.1), first arose in 
the context of the “sociocultural approach” to RFL—proposed, for general 
FL teaching/learning, by Viktoriya Safonova60 (1991, 1992, 1996)—, which 
assumes a close connection between language and culture. Within such 
an approach, culture becomes the main content of education, mastered 
through a FL (Shchukin 2003: 105–108, 2017: 103–105, 2018a: 153–177). 
To use Azimov and Shchukin61’s (2021: 323) words, the sociocultural ap-
proach “is expressed in the orientation of teaching on the dialogue of 
cultures, strengthening of the cultural aspect in the teaching content, in-
troduces to the culture of the country of the studied language.”62

In the methodological literature, the sociocultural approach and its 
treatment of cultural issues itself had further developments in the “poly-
cultural education” devised by Pavel Sysoyev63 (2003, 2008), which pre-
supposed an approach to teaching FL and culture in which learners’ 
cultural, ethnic, and religious specificities were taken into account, devel-
oping their tolerance toward representatives of other linguocultural com-
munities (see Azimov & Shchukin 2021: 235; Shchukin 2017a: 103–104).

On the practical side of teaching RFL (but also FLs in general), the 
sociocultural approach has resulted in two teaching trends: teaching cul-
ture from language (“from linguistic facts [fakty yazyka] to cultural facts 
[fakty kul’tury]”) and teaching language from culture (“from cultural 
facts to linguistic facts”): these two orientations were embodied, respec-

60 For a brief biography and bibliography of Safonova, who has been a Full Professor at 
the Department of Linguistics, Translation, and Intercultural Communication at M. V. 
Lomonosov Moscow State University since 2013 and is specialized in the methodology of 
teaching English language and literature, see Shchukin, Moskovkin, & Yanchenko (2022: 
387–388).
61 For biographies and bibliographies of El’khan Azimov and Anatoliy Shchukin, Full 
Professors at Pushkin State Russian Language Institute, see Shchukin, Moskovkin & 
Yanchenko (2022: 12–13, 503–504).
62 On the dialogue of cultures, see Section 1.1.1.
63 On Sysoyev, Full Professor at Tambov State University since 2005 and specialist in the 
field of FL teaching, see Shchukin, Moskovkin & Yanchenko (2022: 417–418).
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tively, in “linguo-country studies” (lingvostranovedeniye) and “linguocul-
tural studies” (lingvokul’turologiya) (Shchukin 2003: 105–106, 2017a: 104).

Let us now examine the first teaching trend.
Linguo-country studies, although born as early as the early 1970s af-

ter the publication of Evgeniy Vereshchagin and Vitaliy Kostomarov64’s 
(1973) book Language and Culture: Linguo-Country Studies in Teaching 
Russian as a Foreign Language, became a methodological discipline only 
in the 1990s. This discipline regulated the practice of selection and pre-
sentation in the learning process of the cultural specificities expressed in 
the language as well as in its extralinguistic components (non-equivalent 
lexis, non-verbal means of communication, etc.), which—according to its 
supporters—would reflect the culture of the native speakers (see Azimov 
& Shchukin 2021: 152–153; Shchukin 2003: 105, 2017a: 104).

If linguo-country studies, on the one hand, put the accent on the lan-
guage, which was supposed to represent the peculiarities of the culture 
and way of thinking of native speakers, and therefore saw the culture 
as a tool through which language expressed itself (i.e., “from linguistic 
facts to cultural facts”), on the other linguocultural studies (see infra), 
instead, promoted the idea that language was a tool for achieving the real 
goal: culture; that is, what was important was to teach/learn the foreign 
culture through the FL, and not the opposite (i.e., “from cultural facts to 
linguistic facts”).

Linguocultural studies, which emerged in the late 1960s and early 
1970s, gradually came, towards the end of the 1980s, to take shape as a 
scientific discipline that intends to provide a scientific basis for the prac-
tice of introducing and activating information about the foreign country 
and language65 that linguo-country studies (as we have seen) are con-
cerned with from an operational point of view.

Inspirer of this orientation was Yuriy Karaulov66 (1987), with his the-
ory of “linguistic personality” (yazykovaya lichnost’), understood as “any 

64 For biographies and bibliographies of Vereshchagin and Kostomarov, see Shchukin, 
Moskovkin & Yanchenko (2022: 100–101, 222–224). Both professors worked at Pushkin 
State Russian Language Institute, of which Kostomarov was the founder, first Rector, and 
President. Kostomarov was also a Full Member of the USSR Academy of Sciences.
65 While linguocultural studies perceive themselves as a scientific discipline, in reality, as 
Pomarolli (2023) well demonstrates, they are a pseudoscientific discipline and a form of 
linguistic nationalism that aims to reconstruct the character of a people (in our case, the 
Russian people) from their language. We will return to this orientation and its issues in 
more detail in Chapter 2.
66 More on Karaulov, on the biography and bibliography of this Full Professor at the Peo-
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native speaker of a language characterized on the basis of the analysis 
of texts produced by him/her from the point of view of use of the means 
of this language to reflect the surrounding reality (worldview [kartina 
mira]) ...”67 (Azimov & Shchukin 2021: 401; see also Shchukin 2003: 105–
106, 2017a: 104). Karaulov’s ideas found fertile ground in linguocultural 
studies, which link their name first of all to Vladimir Vorob’ëv68’s (1997) 
teorizations.

The object of linguocultural studies, as Azimov and Shchukin (2021: 
152) write, is “the study of the relationship and interaction between cul-
ture and language in the process of their functioning,” whereas their sub-
ject is “material and spiritual culture in its existence and functioning, cre-
ated by man, that is, everything that makes up the linguistic worldview 
[yazykovaya kartina mira].”

At the center of this discipline, which stands at the crossroads of so-
ciolinguistics, ethnolinguistics, linguo-country studies, and culturology, 
is precisely, in the wake of Karaulov, man as a “linguistic personality,” in 

ples’ Friendship University of Russia (RUDN University) and Full Member of the Rus-
sian Academy of Sciences, can be found here: Shchukin, Moskovkin & Yanchenko (2022: 
199–200).
67 In other words, the “linguistic personality” can be defined as “a subject of communica-
tion, a person who creates a linguistic text, comprehends it, uses it orally or in writing. It 
is a person who exerts a certain influence on other people through language: it is a person 
speaking, eloquent, writing, replying, namely, entering into the linguistic communication 
of his/her time. The abilities of a linguistic personality are manifested in: recognizing, 
understanding, and perceiving language, inventing the content of one’s own speech ut-
terances, predicting the effects of the structural elements of language in their totality, 
memorizing and reproducing speech utterances, being able to write and pronounce lan-
guage works. In short, a linguistic personality is a conscious participant in the creation 
of linguistic forms of communication, it is a person working on language” (Bezrukova 
2000). We observe here between the lines (but we will take up this discussion in more 
detail in Chapter 2) that Karaulov based his idea of linguistic personality on the national 
specificity of the speaker, seen as representative of a given language and culture (see also 
Shchukin, Moskovkin & Yanchenko 2022: 200). On the national characterization of RFL 
teaching/learning (also alluded to by the concept, appropriated by linguocultural stud-
ies, of “worldview”/“linguistic worldview”, or kartina mira/yazykovaya kartina mira), see 
Chapter 2. Karaulov’s conception of linguistic personality and, more generally, the the-
ories formulated by his scientific school “Russian linguistic personality” had a practical 
application in the elaboration by Irina Khaleyeva (1982) of the so-called “second linguistic 
personality” (vtorichnaya yazykovaya lichnost’) studying a FL (see Shchukin, Moskovkin 
& Yanchenko 2022: 200; on Khaleyeva’s scientific profile see pp. 458–459).
68 See Shchukin, Moskovkin & Yanchenko (2022: 113–114) for more information about the 
scientific activity of Vorob’ёv, who is Full Professor and Head of the Russian Language 
Department of the Faculty of Law at RUDN University.
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addition to language as an expression of cultural values and culture as 
the highest level of language (Azimov & Shchukin 2021: 152). The areas of 
investigation of linguocultural studies also include, among other things, 
speech behavior (rechevoye povedeniye)69 and speech etiquette (rechevoy 
etiket),70 the interrelation between language and religion, and text con-
ceived as a cultural unit (Gudkov71 2000; Maslova 1997).

If we make an overall assessment of the two aforementioned orien-
tations—linguo-country and linguocultural studies—we cannot help but 
point out some of their critical issues, related to a national and essential-
ized view of Russian language and culture. In fact, native Russian speak-
ers, as can easily be seen from what has been said above, are conceived 
as a homogeneous group of individuals of exclusively Russian nationality 
who fundamentally share the same vision of the world and the same val-
ue paradigms (understood as immutable and transmittable from genera-
tion to generation). Basically, what is propagated here is a static picture 
of Russian language and culture, understood only as national and there-
fore essentialized. The possibility of a Russian speaker to belong to mul-
tiple cultures and identities is not admitted, just as the Russian language 
is flattened to the role of vehicle of a national, monocentric culture, thus 
denying it any sociocultural complexity (see also Section 1.1.1).

This is not yet the time to discuss the critical sides of linguo-country 
and linguocultural studies, which will be dealt with in depth in Chapter 2, 
but we think it is only incumbent to mention them and then reserve the 
right to discuss them further (see Subchapter 2.2).

69 The expression “speech behavior” stands for “a set of different speech acts performed 
by an individual or a group of individuals in a given communication situation” (Azi-
mov & Shchukin 2021: 287; see also Sternin 2000; Vinokur 1993). It should be noted that 
linguocultural studies connect speech behavior to national character (on this topic see 
Subchapter 2.2), as they believe that, alongside other aspects (from the nature of the com-
municative situation to the conditions of communication), the so-called “national-cultural 
specificity” (natsional’no-kul’turnaya spetsifika) of the interlocutors comes here into play 
(Azimov & Shchukin 2021: 287–288).
70 In linguocultural studies, “speech etiquette” means “socially defined and nationally spe-
cific rules of speech behavior [see footnote no. 69], realized in the system of idiomatic 
formulas and expressions, and accepted in situations of ‘polite’ contact with the inter-
locutor prescribed by society,” such as “addressing the interlocutor and attracting his/
her attention, greeting, acquaintance, farewell, apology, gratitude,” and so on (Azimov & 
Shchukin 2021: 292).
71 Dmitriy Gudkov, who will be recalled even later as one of the initiators, in the RFL 
scientific discourse, of intercultural communication, is Professor of the Department of 
Russian for Foreign Students of Humanities (Faculty of Philology) at M. V. Lomonosov 
Moscow State University (see Shchukin, Moskovkin & Yanchenko 2022: 141–142).
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On the other hand, it would be unfair not to mention that lin-
guo-country studies and linguocultural studies have had, however, one 
merit, despite the critical issues mentioned above: that of raising, in the 
RFL area, a deep reflection on the role of culture in the teaching/learning 
of Russian. Even in their vices and flaws, these orientations (in particular, 
of course, linguocultural studies, thanks to their accent first on culture 
and then on language) have, on the one hand, paved the way for the the-
orizing, methodological elaborations, and sensibilities that would later 
lead to the birth of the intercultural approach (see infra).

Starting from linguo-country and linguocultural studies, the theme 
of culture was further developed in various general theoretical develop-
ments of RFL (see Dulebova & Moskovkin 2021: 222).

On the methodological level, the focus on culture adopted by linguo-
cultural studies found systematic realization in the theory of “commu-
nicative foreign language education” (kommunikativnoye inoyazychnoye 
obrazovaniye) by Efim Passov72 (2000a), who was in Russia the father of 
the communicative approach to the study of FLs, and thus, also of RFL 
(Shchukin 2003: 106, 2017a: 104).

Passov was absolutely convinced of the educational (not just instruc-
tional) value of FL learning, so he proposed replacing the term “foreign 
language teaching” (obucheniye inostrannomu yazyku) with the term 
“foreign language education” (inoyazychnoye obrazovaniye). According 
to Passov, in FLE students should learn both target language and culture, 
which were strongly connected,73 at the point that the scholar conceived 
the well-known formula (Passov 2000b: 33) “culture through language, 
language through culture” (kul’tura cherez yazyk, yazyk cherez kul’turu).74

72 More on Passov, who was one of the leading specialists in the field of FLE, founder of 
the Lipetsk Methodological School and still remains one of the fundamental names to 
have made RFL history, can be found here: Shchukin, Moskovkin & Yanchenko (2022: 
337–340).
73 “Language and culture are inconceivable and meaningless without each other” (Passov 
& Kuzovleva 2010: 24; see also p. 29: “Language and culture are one and inseparable”). 
The relationship between language and culture for Passov is twofold: on the one hand, in 
fact, language is “part of spiritual culture,” while on the other it is “a product of culture 
itself and a means of expressing it” (28). In other words, language is here conceived as 
“an integral component of culture, its accumulator, carrier, and expressor” (68). On the 
link between language and culture in FL teaching, see also Section 1.2.1. Refer instead to 
Section 2.2.3 for a discussion of the essentialist discursive dynamics underlying the view 
of language and culture by RFL scholars.
74 In essence, as Passov and Kuzovleva (2010: 29) explain, teaching/learning a FL presup-
poses the teaching/learning of a “linguoculture” (yazykul’tura) perceived as unitary.
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However, in the language-culture pair, it was the latter that is given 
first place, as the actual “content of education” in FLE (Passov & Kuzov-
leva 2010: 45). Basically, in Passov’s view, the process of FLE could be re-
garded as the transmission of “foreign language culture” (inoyazychnaya 
kul’tura) and included four aspects (51):

1. “cognition” (poznaniye), that is, the appropriation of the cultural 
content of FL culture (cultural facts [fakty kul’tury]75 but also lan-
guage as part of culture76);

2. “development” (razvitiye), that is, the acquisition of the psycho-
logical content of FL culture (abilities, psychic functions, etc.);

3. “upbringing” (vospitaniye), that is, the assimilation of the peda-
gogical content of FL culture (morality, ethics, etc.); and

4. “study” (ucheniye), that is, the appropriation of the social content 
of FL culture (speech skills, understood as a means of communi-
cation in society) (see Azimov & Shchukin 2021: 94–95).

Under the influence of linguo-country and linguocultural studies, as 
well as the thought of Passov and other scholars, the discourse on culture 
in the RFL area was carried on by IE, or mezhkul’turnoye obrazovaniye,77 
which was born in the 1980s, to enter the scholarly discourse starting in 
the 1990s (Berdichevskiy & Golubeva 2015: 44) and, with even greater 
force, in the early 2000s, after the publication of the works of Gudkov 
(2000) and Svetlana Ter-Minasova78 (2000) devoted to ICC and especially 
after the 11th Congress of the International Association of Teachers of 
Russian Language and Literature (MAPRYAL), held in Bulgaria in 2007 
(see Berdichevskiy 2007; Moskovkin & Shchukin 2013: 313).

The relevance of such a scientific and methodological orientation to-
wards culture is due to the fact that IE still dominates the conception 
of the modern teaching of Russian culture, thanks largely to the work 
of Anatoliy Berdichevskiy,79 who actually introduced and integrated this 

75 With the expression “cultural facts,” Passov (2000b: 8–9) means the spiritual values 
belonging to the Russian people on a national basis. On the national view of RFL teach-
ing and the problems it entails, resulting in an essentialist idea of Russian language and 
culture, refer to Chapter 2.
76 See Passov & Kuzovleva (2010: 29): “Language (language facts) [fakty yazyka] should be 
seen as an integral part of culture (cultural facts).”
77 For a definition of this concept and literature review in RFL, see more infra (in addition, 
see Subchapter 2.2).
78 For the biography and bibliography of Ter-Minasova, who is Emeritus Professor and 
President of the Faculty of Foreign Languages and Area Studies at M. V. Lomonosov Mos-
cow State University, see Shchukin, Moskovkin & Yanchenko (2022: 426–427).
79 See Shchukin, Moskovkin & Yanchenko (2022: 58) for more information about Berdi-
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orientation into the overall RFL teaching system (Berdichevskiy et al. 
2011; Berdichevskiy, Giniatullin & Tareva 2020).

The two conceptual nodes of IE are given by the aforementioned IC 
and ICC, which we have already discussed in Section 1.1.1, but will now 
look at in the specific RFL context.

IC (mezhkul’turnaya kommunikatsiya) is generally understood by 
RFL scholars, in the wake of linguo-country studies, to be the “adequate 
mutual understanding of two participants of a communicative act who 
belong to different national cultures” (Vereshchagin & Kostomarov 1973: 
43 [our italics]; see also Azimov & Shchukin 2021: 159–160).

The precondition for the occurrence of IC is ICC (mezhkul’turnaya 
kommunikativnaya kompetentsiya), which is commonly described as “the 
ability of the individual to exist in a polycultural society, to be successful-
ly understood by representatives of other cultures and representatives of 
one’s own culture” (Azimov & Shchukin 2009: 134; 2021: 160; our italics).

Let us take a moment to acknowledge how the RFL definitions for 
both IC and ICC reported above80 differ from those already seen in Sec-
tion 1.1.1. Taking into account what has already been said earlier on and 
the definitions of IC and ICC proposed by us there in reference to IE (see 
Section 1.1.1), we simply note how much these definitions depart from 
the previous ones, being based on a national and essentialist idea of cul-
ture and identity. This is not by chance: in RFL, in fact, the intercultural 
topic is treated differently from the studies on IE just mentioned, with a 
focus on the national element and a non-problematized and even essen-
tialized view of culture. For instance, the RFL definition of IC refers only 
to national (e.g., Russian) culture, thus neglecting the transnational (e.g., 
Russophone) culture of individuals speaking the Russian language with-
out being ethnic/national bearers of it, as it happens, for example, in bi-
lingual/multilingual or migration/diaspora contexts. On the other hand, 
as concerns ICC, the RFL definition, with its use of the singular form for 
“culture,” does not consider the multiple identities in which a single Rus-
sian speaker can partake, given the fact that no one has a single identity/
culture. We will come back to such issues and discuss them in Chapter 2.

chevskiy, former Professor at the University of Applied Sciences Burgenland (Austria) 
and since 2017 coordinating various European projects for the development of textbooks 
of RFL and for bilinguals.
80 For an analysis of RFL definitions of the two concepts, see Torresin (2023a: 159–161) 
and Section 2.2.1.
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If we were to identify the characteristic feature of IE as elaborated in 
the RFL area, we could name, in our opinion, the totalizing of the cultural 
dimension, which becomes (even more than in linguocultural studies) the 
constitutive element par excellence of the entire system of RFL teaching/
learning.

The centrality of the cultural dimension manifests itself, in the inter-
cultural approach outlined above, on two fronts: on the one hand, culture, 
as we have seen, is the real purpose of FL learning, and on the other hand, 
language learning in all its aspects passes through culture.

If the first point is, in essence, an evolution and reworking of lin-
guocultural scholars’ and Passov’s positions and is related to the lan-
guage-culture connection already discussed (see Section 1.2.1), the second 
point pushes the previous academic reflections even further, through the 
elaboration, in the RFL field, of an educational system that places culture 
at the center and subordinates to it the learning of grammar and vocabu-
lary as well as the acquisition of the four foundational skills of language 
learning (listening, speaking, reading, and writing). This system, highly 
indebted to Passov’s research,81 is constructed from the abovementioned 
works, of which Berdichevskiy is editor and one of the authors (Berdi-
chevskiy et al. 2011; Berdichevskiy, Giniatullin & Tareva 2020).

In those books, a number of practical methodologies and strategies 
are suggested for the development of ICC through the teaching of gram-
matical-lexical aspects of RFL. In other words, grammar and vocabulary 
are seen as representations and vehicles of culture, conceived in the na-
tional and essentialized ways already touched on (discussed in more detail 
in Chapter 2). Let us think, for example, of the idea of the abundance of 
impersonal constructions in Russian grammar, which would be explained 
by the fatalism and irrationality of Russians, as well as the extremely 
positive idea of the neighbor, reflected in Russian proverbs, which would 
be also typical of the national mentality82 (Berdichevskiy et al. 2011: 22, 
48–49; Berdichevskiy, Giniatullin & Tareva 2020: 150, 177). Two other 
examples of how, according to Berdichevskiy, the national mentality is 
reflected in the language are, for grammar, the absence of articles, which 
would express the collectivist and non-individualistic nature of Russians, 
and for vocabulary, untranslatable words such as volya (will, freedom), 
toska (longing, yearning), sud’ba (fate, destiny), etc., which would indi-

81 See, e.g., Passov & Kuzovleva (2010: 236–282, 516–558).
82 For the concept of the “national mentality” and its essentialist implications in relation to 
the representation of culture in IE in the RFL field, see Subchapter 2.2.
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cate the uniqueness of the “Russian soul”83 (Berdichevskiy et al. 2011: 24; 
Berdichevskiy, Giniatullin & Tareva 2020: 177–178).

Another book that contributes to the field of IE in RFL within this 
perspective of language as totally dependent from culture is Petrikova, 
Kuprina, and Gallo (2015: 143–220), which reiterates the idea that RFL 
grammar, vocabulary, and language skills should be taught/acquired 
through the teaching/acquisition of culture as expressed in them, accord-
ing to the mechanism described above.

As is obvious, such a perception of culture as a totalizing phenome-
non to which language is subordinated, when linked—as in this case—to 
an essentialist and nationalistic outlook (as we shall see more fully in 
Chapter 2), can only produce significant effects on the way both language 
and culture are taught in RFL. We will return to this later. For now, the 
important thing is to understand how the vision of IE within the RFL 
area involves the recognition of culture as an encompassing dimension 
of language. This certainly has the positive consequence of giving the 
cultural aspect an unprecedented role of primacy, although not without 
its criticalities due to cultural essentialism.84

 Both of these points (culture as the real purpose of FL learning and 
language learning passing through culture), as we will see, are also taken 
up by RFL textbook theory, within the intercultural textbook model pro-
posed by Berdichevskiy (see Section 1.3.2).

If we wanted to sum up what are the first three starting places that 
we owe to the methodology of RFL teaching, we could say the following:

1. As we have already noted for FLE (Subchapter 1.2), also in RFL 
teaching/learning, culture is not a secondary aspect but, indeed, 
the main aspect to consider, also given its connection to language 
(see Section 1.2.1).

2. Culture has been the subject of attention in RFL since the 
1960s–70s, thanks to studies and research that arose within the 
sociocultural approach, resulting in two main directions of lan-
guage and culture inclusion in RFL, one more focused on lan-
guage (linguo-country studies) and one on culture (linguocultur-
al studies).

3. Historically, modern RFL methodology is based on the idea of an 
all-embracing cultural dimension that is related to IE, which orig-
inated in the 1980s but has been established only since the early 
years of the third millennium.

83 For the history and characteristics of the “Russian soul,” see Section 2.2.4.
84 See Subchapter 2.2 for more details.
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In the next section, we will see how the conceptions of culture and its 
teaching developed within IE have also influenced the field of textbook 
theory in RFL.

1.3.2 Textbook Theory

Following Azimov and Shchukin’s (2021: 369) definition, we can un-
derstand the FL (and, therefore, RFL as well) “textbook” (uchebnik)85 as 
“the main means of teaching [sredstvo obucheniya],” which serves as “a 
guide in the work of the teacher and the learners,” offers “oral and written 
speech samples, language and country-study material,” and implements 
“the concept of teaching method [metod obucheniya].”

However, according to RFL scholars, the textbook is not merely a 
study material but something more, and something that can profoundly 
influence RFL teaching/learning as a whole (as we will see in Chapter 3).

This view of the textbook is the basis of “textbook theory” (teoriya 
uchebnika), a term by which, broadly speaking, we mean a multidisci-
plinary research field that turns to the textbook as an object of inquiry. 
Textbook theory, also known in the English-language area as “textbook 
research,” “textbook-oriented research,” or “textbook studies” (Mikk 2000; 
Pingel 2010), was started in the USA, where initial, pioneering studies 
were conducted on textbooks already in the 1880s, although to speak of 
a real, systematic textbook research we will have to wait until the 1970s 

85 We will consider here mainly textbooks, and only in a second moment “educational 
complexes” (uchebnyye kompleksy) or (the term preferred here) “educational–method-
ological complexes” (uchebno-metodicheskiye kompleksy), understood as a set of teaching 
aids and accompanying/supplementary materials (teacher’s book, audio-visual appendix, 
etc.) “designed for a specific profile or stage of language teaching and realizing the idea of 
differentiated management of educational activities of the teacher and students” (Azimov 
& Shchukin 2021: 353). In fact, we can agree that an educational–methodological complex 
is a system of teaching materials that cannot exist without the textbook itself. In other 
words, along with the program and methodological recommendations for the teacher, 
the textbook is a mandatory element of an educational–methodological complex (Ryb-
chenkova & Zinina 2004: 52). And not only that: since the textbook “presents the basics 
of knowledge in a certain field” (Zuyev 2017), it is rightly considered by experts as “the 
most important source of educational information” and “the main didactic tool” (Smirnov 
2001). In the end, regardless of the different and sometimes divergent interpretations of 
the structure of the educational–methodological complex (see Azimov & Shchukin 2021: 
353; Rybchenkova & Zinina 2004: 51), it is the textbook, as its main component (Azimov & 
Shchukin 2021: 353, 369; Krayevskiy & Khutorskoy 2007: 214) and “the main and leading 
type of educational literature” (Ovchinnikova 2012), that is at the center of the education-
al process.



74 Theoretical Discussion

(Fuchs & Henne 2018: 27–28). In the same period textbook theory (first 
related to FL, and then to RFL teaching) was inaugurated in the Soviet 
Union and, later, in Russia, where—similarly to what was happening in 
the USA—textbooks began to be studied in all their aspects, from their 
creation to their optimal characteristics, from problems related to the 
content they offered to the design of methods and tools of investigation 
aimed at their in-depth analysis and evaluation.86

In the history and evolution of RFL textbook theory, we can distin-
guish three main textbook models. The first two were developed in the 
1970s–90s (on these models, see also Berdichevskiy & Golubeva 2015: 
6–10), while the last one, which is the most recent, dates back to the 
2000s:

1. “communicative-individualized” (kommunikativno-individuali-
zirovannyy) textbook model by Mark Vyatyutnev87 (1984);

2. “communicative and action oriented” (kommunikativno-deya-
tel’nostnyy) textbook model by Artёm Arutyunov88 (1990); and

3. “intercultural” (mezhkul’turnyy) textbook model by Berdichevs-
kiy (Berdichevskiy & Golubeva 2015).

Let us now examine these textbook models in detail.
The first one, the communicative-individualized model, was proposed 

by Vyatyutnev between the late 1970s and early 1980s, taking as the sci-
entific and methodological basis for the theory of textbook development 
the “communicative-individualized approach” (kommunikativno-individ-
ualizirovannyy podkhod), a variant of the communicative approach89 that 
accentuated the individual dimension of learning, where “communicative 
content and techniques of teaching it are determined by the communica-

86 It is worth mentioning here the names of scholars who made fundamental contribu-
tions to Soviet and Russian FL and RFL textbook theory from its beginnings to the pres-
ent time: Arutyunov (1987, 1990); Berdichevskiy & Golubeva (2015); Bim (1977); Dedova 
(1992); Granik et al. (2018); Krayevskiy (1978); Shaklein (2019); Shchukin (2018); Skalkin 
(1981); Trushina (1981); Tupal’skiy (1976); Vyatyutnev (1984); Zimnyaya (1989); Zuyev 
(1974, 1983).
87 Vyatyutnev was an expert in FL and RFL teaching. From 1966 he worked at the Russian 
Language Scientific-Methodological Center at M. V. Lomonosov Moscow State University, 
which later (1974) became the Pushkin State Russian Language Institute. Here Vyatyut-
nev directed the sector of Forms and Content of Teaching in Schools (for more details, see 
Shchukin, Moskovkin & Yanchenko 2022: 117–118).
88 Arutyunov, who worked at Pushkin State Russian Language Institute, was specialized 
in the German language and methodology for RFL teaching (more on him can be found in 
Shchukin, Moskovkin & Yanchenko 2022: 32).
89 See footnote no. 32.
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tive needs of learners and the methods and techniques they use to master 
the educational material” (Vyatyutnev 1982: 30).

In Vyatyutnev’s idea, the learner was to have some freedom and au-
tonomy in using the textbook and would have to be able to choose the 
contents as well as the types of learning activities more suitable to him/
her, in accordance with his/her own learning strategies and communica-
tive needs. The scholar thus explained the dual communicative and indi-
vidualized nature of the textbook model by him suggested:

Communicativeness [kommunikativnost’] is ensured by the fact that the 
goals and objectives of teaching and the selection of material is deter-
mined by the nature of communication and the communicative needs 
of learners. But individuality [individual’nost’] should be taken into ac-
count not only when introducing the communicative minimum—this is 
easy to do—but most importantly, it should be observed when establish-
ing the relationship between the content, methods and ways of teach-
ing, and each learner. (37–38)

That is, according to Vyatyutnev, an ‘ideal’ textbook would have to 
consider and target the individual characteristics of learners and support 
their communicative skills, by ensuring that learners:

1. Had samples of real communication;
2. Participated in and took initiative in communication; and
3. Performed meaningful activities that motivated them to achieve 

communicative goals.
This model found application in the RFL textbooks published under 

the direction of Vyatyutnev, such as Horizon 1 (Vyatyutnev et al. 1977), 
Russian Language 2 (Vyatyutnev et al. 1983), and others.

The second textbook model was the communicative and action ori-
ented model, designed by Arutyunov between the late 1980s and early 
1990s. This model, as its name suggests, was based on the “communi-
cative and action oriented approach” (kommunikativno-deyatel’nostnyy 
podkhod), which constitutes the modern approach to RFL teaching, the 
foundations of which were laid by the studies of psychologists Sergey 
Rubinshteyn, Aleksey Leont’yev, Irina Zimnyaya,90 and others.

90 For the biography and bibliography of the three scholars here mentioned, see Shchukin, 
Moskovkin & Yanchenko (2022: 181–182, 256–257, 376–377). Rubinshteyn directed in 
1942–1945 the Moscow Institute of Psychology (now called the Institute of Psychology of 
the Russian Academy of Education), the Department of Psychology at M. V. Lomonosov 
Moscow State University, and the sector of Psychology at the Institute of Philosophy of 
the USSR Academy of Sciences. As concerns Leont’yev, he was Professor and Head of 
the Psychology Department, then Dean of the Faculty of Psychology at M. V. Lomonosov 
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The communicative and action oriented approach places—in the 
wake of the communicative-individualized approach but even more—the 
learner “as the subject of educational activity” at the center. The educa-
tional system includes consideration of the individual-psychological, age 
and national peculiarities of the learner’s personality, collective training 
activities, concrete tasks and problem solving, as well as collaboration be-
tween teacher and student. Since the teaching/learning object, from the 
position of such approach, should be “speech activity” (rechevaya deya-
tel’nost’),91 classes are geared toward teaching communication, trying to 
recreate meaningful “communicative situations” (situatsii obshcheniya) 
for students in order to develop their “speech skills” (rechevyye umeni-
ya)92 (Azimov & Shchukin 2021: 121; Zimnyaya 1989).

The communicative and action oriented textbook promoted by 
Arutyunov was “communicative in purpose and action oriented in con-
tent,” as it consisted, on the one hand, of “grammatical sentences” (lan-
guage facts, or fakty yazyka), “speech statements” (speech facts, or fakty 
rechi), and “verbal messages” (communication facts, or fakty kommu-
nikatsii), and, on the other, it was combined with teaching activities that 
formed in learners linguistic, speech, and communicative competences.

Arutyunov distinguished a submodel of textbook design and a sub-
model of textbook expertise. While the first submodel has been used by 
several collective authors of the Pushkin State Russian Language Insti-
tute of Moscow in the creation of textbooks, the second submodel was 
applied to textbook reviews.

Moscow State University; he was also Vice-President of the Academy of Pedagogical 
Sciences of the Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic. His psychological thinking 
exerted considerable influence on the formation of Russian linguodidactics. Finally, Zim-
nyaya, who occupies a central place in the psychology of FL learning and was the founder 
of the “personal-activity approach” (lichnostno-deyatel’nostnyy podkhod), was a Professor 
and Department Head of Psychology at the M. Thorez Moscow State Pedagogical Institute 
of Foreign Languages, now known as Moscow State Linguistic University, before becom-
ing in 1990 Chief Researcher of the Research Center for Problems of Quality of Specialist 
Training.
91 With the expression “speech activity” we generally mean “a general notion to denote 
phenomena related to the generation of speech and its perception, to the processes of 
speaking and listening, to the result of activity expressed in the form of an utterance, 
discourse, text,” or a “process of realization of thought in words” (Azimov & Shchukin 
2021: 284).
92 The expression “speech skill” indicates “the ability of a person to carry out a particular 
speech act [rechevoye deystviye] in the conditions of solving communicative tasks and on 
the basis of developed skills ... and acquired knowledge” (Azimov & Shchukin 2021: 288).
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For lack of space we will not go into the single details of Arutyunov’s 
model here. Suffice it to say that Arutyunov further refines Vyatyutnev’s 
model, from which he takes two central cores: the importance of commu-
nication in the RFL class, on the one hand, and on the other, the centrality 
of the learner’s individuality.

In other words, two of the main features of the RFL textbook, as elab-
orated by Arutyunov, are as follows:

1. The textbook aims to make learners communicate by developing 
their communicative, linguistic, and speech minima through the 
texts in it contained; and

2. The textbook is individualized, that is, the material is differenti-
ated by learners’ channels of perception, types of memory, and 
mindsets.

On these principles—certainly inspired by Vyatyutnev’s model, com-
municative and action oriented approach and the times when they ap-
peared, but also extremely topical—Arutyunov built his textbook model, 
which is traceable in RFL textbooks at the turn of the 1970s and 1980s.

While Vyatyutnev and Arutyunov’s models, as we have observed, 
shared an emphasis on the communicative nature of the RFL textbook, 
with the third, intercultural model proposed by Berdichevskiy in the first 
fifteen years of the 2000s, the focus shifts to the cultural dimension. Since 
this model concerns the modern RFL textbook (i.e., also the textbooks 
analyzed in Chapter 3), we will dwell longer on it.

The two main assumptions at the foundation of the modern (i.e., in-
tercultural, given the role of IE in modern RFL teaching, as already seen 
in Section 1.3.1) textbook according to Berdichevskiy are as follows:

1. The content of the textbook is given by the target culture (within 
the framework of RFL IE, as was explained in Section 1.3.1); and

2. The target culture is closely related (and indeed inseparable) from 
the target language (see also Section 1.2.1).

Let us now look in greater detail at one point at a time.
The first point indicates, in essence, that the modern (intercultural) 

textbook should present to the learner “the cultural facts of the country 
of the language studied in comparison with the native culture” (Berdi-
chevskiy 2016: 17). As can be seen from this definition, culture is put 
at the center of the RFL teaching/learning process within an IE process 
whose aim is to develop learners’ ICC.

 While this is largely agreeable and is in line with developments in 
RFL methodology in general (see Section 1.3.1), less agreeable is the static 
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and essentialized idea that transpires from this quotation (the objecti-
fication and nationalization of cultural content through the use of the 
concept of “cultural facts” as interpreted by Passov,93 the territorial and 
unambiguous link between a country and a language, the idea that the 
learner belongs to only one culture, etc.), also in conformity with RFL 
research itself, which denotes the influence of a certain uncritical and 
simplified view of culture and identity (we will come back to this issue 
in Chapter 2).

Regarding the second point, which refers to an idea peculiar to FL 
learning in general already discussed in Section 1.2.1, Berdichevskiy not 
surprisingly once again builds upon Passov, who, as we know (see Section 
1.3.1), also argued for the indivisibility of language and culture through 
the formula “culture through language, language through culture,”94 re-
calling the famous example of the Cologne Cathedral and the matrёshka 
doll: “Language facts are the same cultural facts (Perfekt is the same fact 
of German culture as the Cologne Cathedral; the perfective aspect of the 
verb is the same fact of Russian culture as the matrёshka doll” (qtd. in 
Berdichevskiy 2016: 14).

We have already analyzed the language-culture connection (Section 
1.2.1) and noted the risk of falling back into cultural essentialism—which 
in fact happens here, as in the other Russian-language theorizations of 
RFL IE even outside of textbook theory (see Chapter 2). However, what 
interests us for now, given the topic and scope of this subchapter, is the 
idea that the cultural and intercultural content of the RFL textbook does 
not remain isolated but constitutes both the heart of the textbook and the 
glue of its individual parts.

If we go back to Passov’s idea of cultural facts considered above and 
specify more precisely how these are understood within Berdichevskiy’s 
model of the RFL textbook, we realize how culture informs (and forms) 
the textbook in the third model.

Among the cultural facts of the target culture, which the learner is 
asked to compare with his/her own, in the wake of M. Schneider (1997: 
164), are included:

1. the “linguistic” aspect (vocabulary, grammar, etc., conceived as a 
reflection of cultural values);

2. the “pragmatic” aspect (rules needed to orient oneself in the for-
eign country);

93 See footnote no. 75.
94 See also footnotes no. 73 and 74.
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3. the “historical” aspect (attitudes toward the past and differences 
between the native and foreign countries);

4. the “aesthetic” aspect (differences in lifestyle, way of dressing, 
etc.);

5. the “ethical” aspect (differences in norms of behavior);
6. the “stereotypical” aspect (established stereotypes toward one’s 

own and foreign cultures); and
7. the “reflexive” aspect (personality changes as a result of IE) (Ber-

dichevskiy & Golubeva 2015: 68).
As can be seen from this list, according to Berdichevskiy it is culture 

(and not language) that drives RFL teaching/learning through the modern 
textbook, on the one hand, and on the other hand, this same culture, by 
virtue of the interrelation between language and culture, is inevitably 
reflected in the language.

Berdichevskiy even goes so far as to hypothesize that, in line with 
the theories regarding IE (see Section 1.3.1), in the intercultural RFL 
textbook, the teaching/learning of grammar and vocabulary necessarily 
passes through culture. In Berdichevskiy and Golubeva (2015), two entire 
chapters are devoted to grammar and vocabulary (79–112), the teaching/
learning of which is envisaged from the cultural values that would be 
represented in them. We can find, for example, among other recurrences, 
the reproposal of Berdichevskiy et al. (2011: 22, 48–49) and Berdichevs-
kiy, Giniatullin, and Tareva’s (2020: 150, 177) examples, for broader IE, 
of Russian impersonal constructions as symbol of Russian fatalism and 
irrationality, along with the positive image of the neighbor in the eyes of 
the Russian people (Berdichevskiy & Golubeva 2015: 80, 93).

Leaving aside for the moment the discussion on the consequences, for 
an intercultural approach to RFL teaching, of a similar vision of culture,95 
we note how the textbook model developed by Berdichevskiy has the 
merit to place culture at the center of scholars’ attention.

To summarize the contribution that RFL textbook theory gives to this 
study, we can observe how:

1. As already said both for FLE (Subchapter 1.2) and RFL methodol-
ogy (Section 1.3.1), culture is the main aspect that comes into play 
in an RFL textbook.

2. While the first two textbook models proposed by Vyatyutnev and 
Arutyunov focus, in particular, on the communicative quality of 
the RFL textbook, it is with the third intercultural model by Ber-

95 See Chapter 2 for an in-depth examination of this topic.
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dichevskiy that the attention shifts to the cultural side of the RFL 
textbook and culture becomes the preferred means for teaching/
learning the language within the intercultural perspective out-
lined in Section 1.3.1.

In the next chapter, we will examine closely the ways of understand-
ing culture and its link with language in the RFL academic field, which 
presents some critical issues only touched upon so far.

1.4 Conclusion

In this first chapter, we have discussed the theoretical foundations of 
the present investigation, derived mainly from the fields of IE, FLE, and 
RFL methodology.

Regarding IE, we have seen that culture and interculturality (with the 
related concepts of IC, ICC, intercultural dialogue, etc.) are two complex 
concepts, to be understood in a non-essentialist sense. The individual has 
multiple identities, participating in multiple cultures simultaneously. In 
intercultural encounters, multiplicities of cultures are interacting one 
with another, which makes the development of ICC and intercultural di-
alogue as a whole a fairly complex operation.

Therefore, to teach culture—which is a difficult and potentially end-
less, yet necessary process—, methods and activities must be based on a 
non-essentialist perspective and allow reflection on one’s own cultures 
as well as dynamic comparison and interaction between all cultures in-
volved.

Coming now to FLE, we have admitted that there is an undeniable 
link between target language and target culture, which, however, is not 
always linear (i.e., one language may correspond to multiple cultures).

Furthermore, we have recognized that, when teaching/learning a FL, 
one necessarily faces cultural differences, which inevitably lead to the 
application of some form of stereotypes. The point is to not totally de-
monize them but transform them into sociotypes, in the sense of heuristic 
tools that may help navigate through other cultures, while maintaining 
the non-essentialist and dynamic baseline approach as cited above, and 
avoiding static comparisons.

Finally, turning to RFL methodology, we have said that, while RFL 
adopts a concept of culture that has been deemed problematic, it none-
theless has the merit of putting the aspect of culture as central in the 
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teaching/learning of language. This has led to a theorization of a model 
for an intercultural textbook which is still worth exploiting.

Overall, the theoretical discussion has revealed some critical issues 
in RFL teaching that will be examined in more detail in the following 
chapters, with reference to intercultural theories of RFL (Chapter 2), the 
treatment of culture and intercultural dialogue in RFL textbooks (Chapter 
3), and RFL teaching practices from an intercultural perspective (Chapter 
4). At the same time, however, the basis has been laid for the proposal of 
concrete teaching alternatives for the improvement of IE in RFL (Chap-
ters 4 and 5).





2. Critical Issues in RFL Intercultural Theories

This second chapter is devoted to the topic of theoretical positions to-
ward the intercultural teaching of Russian within RFL-area Russian studies 
concerning IE.

Specifically, the method of critical discourse analysis (Subchapter 2.1) is 
employed, which is applied to the examination of relevant scholarly texts 
on IE produced in Russian language between 2007 and 2023 (Subchapter 
2.2). The aim is to show how a monolithic, essentialized, and stereotyped 
idea of culture linked to national affiliation still predominates in the RFL 
academic discourse on intercultural aspects.

2.1 Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA)

The research method used here for the analysis of RFL literature on 
IE (see Subchapter 2.2) is the so-called “critical discourse analysis” (CDA) 
developed during the 1980s–90s and the early 2000s (Fairclough 1989, 
1995; Fairclough & Wodak 1997; Jäger 1993; van Dijk 1993, 2001, 2008a, 
2008b; Wodak & Meyer 2001). CDA studies “discourse” (Foucault 1980), un-
derstood as a dynamic set of explicit and implicit utterances constructed 
through intertextual and intratextual modalities that create a certain “re-
gime of truth” (S. Hall & Gieben 1992: 295), which in turn influences social 
relations, especially in power relations.

The purpose of CDA, as Jørgensen and Phillips (2002: 61) write, is “to 
shed light on the linguistic discursive dimension of social and cultural phe-
nomena and processes of change in late modernity.” In essence, this method 
focuses on the sociocultural aspects of discourse itself, showing how dis-
course changes through connections and interactions between texts (“in-
tertextuality”), as well as the combinations and contamination of discours-
es with each other (“interdiscursiveness”). These processes lead to possible 
changes within a single discourse, as well as to more general sociocultural 
changes (7, 60–95).
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In practice, CDA aims to identify the ideology concealed in the subtexts 
of discourse, relating it to the sociohistorical context in which it is produced 
(Chalaby 1996; Parker 1992; Phillips & Hardy 2002), with a particular em-
phasis on “the discursive reproduction of social power,” “the critical study 
of political discourse,” and “the study of fundamental social problems, such 
as racism” (van Dijk 2008b: 8). As Fairclough and Wodak (1997: 271–280) 
stress, CDA addresses as its main topics social problems and discursive 
power relations.

 Fairclough (1995: 131) argues that discourse is both “socially shaped” 
and “socially shaping, or constitutive,” in that on the one hand it “repro-
duces and changes knowledge, identities and social relations,” while on 
the other it is “shaped by other social practices and structures” (Jørgensen 
& Phillips 2002: 65). Consequently, the scholar defines CDA as a research 
method that explores the implicit relationship between discourse and soci-
ety, behind which lie relations of power:

By ‘critical’ discourse analysis I mean discourse analysis which aims to 
systematically explore often opaque relationships of causality and deter-
mination between (a) discursive practices, events and texts, and (b) wider 
social and cultural structures, relations and processes; to investigate how 
such practices, events and texts arise out of and are ideologically shaped 
by relations of power and struggles over power; and to explore how the 
opacity of these relationships between discourse and society is itself a 
factor securing power and hegemony ... (Fairclough 1995: 132–133)

In sum, as is clear from the above passage and as mentioned above, 
‘critical’ discourse analysis—even more than discourse analysis—has to do 
with power. This is also emphasized by van Dijk (2001: 352, 2008a: 85) in 
pointing out that “critical discourse analysis ... is a type of discourse analyt-
ical research that primarily studies the way social power abuse, dominance, 
and inequality are enacted, reproduced, and resisted by text and talk in the 
social and political context.”

Basically, within certain “contexts”—understood as “mental models” 
consisting of “conventional categories” shared by a discursive community 
(van Dijk 2008b: 16–17)—certain discourses impose themselves as prefer-
ential and/or dominant on both personal and social levels. A discourse or 
discourses that is/are imposed as dominant within a certain group actually 
exert(s) a form of “control” (van Dijk 2001: 354–358, 2008a: 88–93) over the 
minds and actions of members of the group or other less influential groups, 
establishing dynamics of domination and thus coming to shape reality ac-
cording to the ideology inherent in it/them.
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Based on the CDA as understood by Fairclough and the other above-
mentioned scholars, according to what we said, in the wake of Torresin 
(2023b: 34–36), we can consider the RFL area (see Subchapter 1.3) as a “sys-
tem-society” formed by all those who have more or less direct and close 
ties with the RFL field: from scholars to teachers, from students to institu-
tions, etc. In this system-society thus conceived, individual discourses, but 
more often their combinations and contaminations, can lead to changes in 
the conception of theories and practices of teaching Russian language and 
culture. Undoubtedly, as well explained by van Dijk, the predominance of 
certain discourses in contexts relevant to RFL teaching/learning will imply 
the creation of power relations in the academic, educational, and sociopo-
litical spheres.

Simplifying in a way useful to our investigation (see Fig. 4), in view of 
our previous critical studies on RFL intercultural teaching (e.g., Torresin 
2023a, 2023b),96 as we will also observe through the examination of the 
Russian-language literature on RFL intercultural teaching from the period 
2007–2023 (see Subchapter 2.2), we can identify two dominant discourses 
in the RFL field that prevail over the others, fitting into the logics of pow-
er described above: the “national discourse” and the “cultural essentialist 
discourse.”

Fig. 4

Discursive Dynamics in the RFL Field (Adapted from Torresin 2023b: 35)

96 It should be noted that in the argumentation provided below, reference will be made 
mainly to the following research: Torresin (2022a, 2022b, 2023a, 2023b, 2023e); Torrez-
in [Torresin] (2022c, 2023d, 2023f). To the best of our knowledge, at present these are 
the only systematic studies related to RFL intercultural teaching that, placing themselves 
within a non-essentialist approach to culture and intercultural dialogue, attempt to de-
construct the dominant ideologies of RFL in order to pave the way for new perspectives 
on teaching Russian. In view of this, it is evident that such publications form the basis of 
our investigation.
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We will now try to briefly characterize these two discourses in a gen-
eral perspective, while in Subchapter 2.2 we will explore them in more 
detail, as we will see them substantiate the scholarly literature on IE in 
the RFL area.

Regarding the national discourse, our recent studies (Torresin 2022b, 
2023a; Torrezin [Torresin] 2022c) show that, in the teaching of Russian 
language and culture in the RFL context, emphasis is generally placed on 
the Russian, that is, national, dimension, seen as the main one, while the 
Russophone, that is, transnational, dimension consisting of non-Russian 
(non-ethnic) Russian speakers97 is often blatantly omitted. This means 
that, in fact, a national view of Russian language and culture is being fos-
tered in the teaching of Russian: in other words, a national discourse is in 
place that is commonly shared by all those (scholars, teachers, students, 
institutions, etc.) who deal with the RFL system-society from academic, 
educational, and sociopolitical perspectives.

The national discourse interacts in RFL with a second discourse: the 
cultural essentialist discourse. Some research (e.g., Azimova & Johnston 
2012; Shardakova & Pavlenko 2004; Torresin 2023e; Torrezin [Torresin] 
2023d) has shown that Russian culture, as it is conceived and represented 
in RFL textbooks, appears static and homogenized, that is, unchanging 
over time and necessarily the same for all Russian speakers, without any 
individual differentiation. We will come back to this issue in Chapter 3, 
where we will analyze an Italian case study of RFL textbooks, to unveil 
cultural essentialism (with a special focus on the myth of the “Russian 
soul”98). Anyway, it will be seen shortly that this same cultural essential-
ist discourse is also found, together with the national discourse discussed 
above, in the RFL scientific literature on IE (see Subchapter 2.2).

In sum, the national discourse and the cultural essentialist discourse, 
which are combined and intertwined in the modern conception of RFL 
teaching (see Torresin 2022b, 2023a, 2023e), are now generally accepted 
and shared in the academic, educational, and sociopolitical spheres, con-
stituting the dominant and hegemonic conception of teaching Russian 
language and culture to foreign students.

As a result, a partial, not to say stereotyped, idea of Russian culture 
is conveyed to the learner; an idea, by the way, that seems to be sub-
scribed to by various segments of society directly or indirectly linked to 

97 See also Section 1.1.1 for the definitions of Russian and Russophone cultures, here con-
ceived as target cultures in RFL teaching.
98 See Section 2.2.4.
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and exerting considerable influence on our RFL system. A quick exam-
ple is the initial cancellation in February 2022 of Paolo Nori’s course on 
Dostoyevskiy at Milan’s Bicocca University, dictated by political consid-
erations. This, as well as the other episodes of ostracism that occurred 
in Italy toward Russian culture after the outbreak of the war in Ukraine, 
was based on the fusion of Russian culture—perceived as unitary and ho-
mogenized—with Putin’s politics, and its consequent unambiguous and 
irrational condemnation on sociopolitical grounds (see Torrezin [Torres-
in] 2023f).

In keeping with the CDA theories set forth above and as can be seen 
in Fig. 4, national discourse and cultural essentialist discourse also pass 
through texts. Specifically, in this chapter we will analyze one type of 
text: RFL studies, while later on we will deal with textbooks (Chapter 
3). These kinds of texts, as we will be able to notice, act in a similar way, 
since through the aforementioned discourses they construct their own 
versions of Russian linguistic and cultural identity, and, as a result, also 
recreate in the RFL system-society (within the already illustrated discur-
sive mechanisms of power) the reality of intercultural teaching of Rus-
sian in explicit or implicit forms, academic or otherwise.

2.2 RFL Literature on IE (2007–2023): A Critical Overview

In this subchapter, we will provide a critical overview of Russian-lan-
guage studies dedicated to ICC99 for university learners of RFL from an 
IE perspective. The study is based on the theoretical framework already 
outlined on a general IE (see Section 1.1.1) and RFL-specific level (see Sec-
tion 1.3.1) and is built upon the CDA research method illustrated in the 
previous subchapter. This analysis involves an in-depth examination and 
evaluation of qualitative data collected from a specific sample (see below 
for more details) to generate new insights into RFL research.

The specific research goals of the critical overview offered here are 
as follows:

1. To critically examine the extent and characteristics of ICC-related 
scholarship within the RFL area produced between 2007 and 2023, 
with a particular emphasis on the university context, in order to 
gain a comprehensive picture of how intercultural RFL teaching 
is conceptualized at a theoretical level; and

99 For the definition of this concept, see Sections 1.1.1 and 1.3.1.
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2. To identify the pedagogical implications of such theoretical con-
tributions for an intercultural model of RFL teaching.

We will consider the period 2007–2023 because IC100—which has been 
in the Russian-speaking scientific discourse since the 11th MAPRYAL 
Congress in 2007101—has become an indispensable concept in RFL since 
that year. The sample of studies considered is a purposive sample selected 
on a non-probability basis by identifying keywords/search terms in Rus-
sian and English related to the research topic (e.g., IC and ICC as well as 
synonyms and related concepts, such as “interculturalism,” “intercultur-
al,” “intercultural dimension,” “intercultural dialogue,” and “intercultural 
education”). In other words, the sample represents a judgmental or au-
thoritative sample that includes all the most relevant contributions that 
have shaped the concept of ICC in RFL.

The sample contains prestigious publications, including monographs 
and teaching textbooks printed by major Russian and Russian-language 
scientific publishers, articles from important Russian scientific journals, 
and significant conference/congress proceedings in the RFL field or relat-
ed to the RFL field with references to the intercultural dimension.

Publications by well-known RFL publishers include monographs and 
teaching textbooks edited, for example, by Flinta, Russian Language. 
Courses, Zlatoust, RUDN University, Belarusian State University, and 
Belarus State Economic University (among others, Berdichevskiy 2022; 
Lebedinskiy & Gerbik 2011; Passov & Kuzovleva 2010; Pugachëv 2011; 
Shchukin 2019; Shibko 2011). In collective monographs/teaching text-
books, single chapters with specific relevance to our investigation were 
also considered (e.g., Berdichevskiy 2020).

The RFL publications from scientific journals consist of articles deal-
ing with ICC issued in renowned Russian scholarly journals, both special-
ized in issues related to RFL and FL teaching (RUDN Journal of Language 
Education and Translingual Practices, Russian Language Abroad, Russian 
Language Studies, and The World of Russian Word Journal), also with an 
educational-pedagogical orientation (e.g., Modern Pedagogical Education), 
and general humanities topics (e.g., Izvestia: Herzen University Journal of 
Humanities & Sciences and RSUH Bulletin) (e.g., Berdichevskiy 2007, 2021; 
Nistratova 2023; Senatorova 2020; Shamsutdinova 2008; Vasilyuk 2010; 
Zaytseva & Lapshina 2020).

100 This concept—besides ICC—has been already defined in Sections 1.1.1 and 1.3.1.
101 For further information, see Section 1.3.1.
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Contributions in the congress proceedings of MAPRYAL, along with 
materials from relevant conferences, were also analyzed due to their im-
portance in (re)defining and/or legitimizing RFL theories and methods 
(e.g., Kharitonov 2013; Masyuk & Suvorova 2013; Varichenko 2015).

Moreover, it should be noted that leading experts in the RFL area 
were also examined, for instance Passov,102 Berdichevskiy,103 Shchukin, 
Azimov,104 Natal’ya Shibko, Lyudmila Kryuchkova,105 Natal’ya Mosh-
chinskaya, and Natal’ya Kulibina.106 As most of these scholars are also 
authors of RFL textbooks (both for RFL teachers and learners), the sample 
includes research that has a concrete impact not only on RFL theories but 
also on RFL practices, that is, on RFL teaching as a whole.107

In addition to the aforementioned authors and important scholarly 
research, further sources were considered, including studies of lesser im-
pact (appearing in less renowned venues and/or written by minor schol-
ars), based on the recurrence and treatment of the keywords/search terms 
employed in the present investigation.

Starting from the definitions of IC and ICC (Section 2.2.1), it will be 
seen that, in addition to an ambiguous use of the term IC as a result of 
the influence of linguo-country and linguocultural studies,108 the concept 
of culture at the base of these studies is poorly problematized, static, and 
linked to national and essentialist dynamics (Sections 2.2.2 and 2.2.3). In 
RFL, all this translates into a vision of ICC (and therefore of IC) that is ste-
reotyped, uncritical, and nationalistic, based on “tolerance” (tolerantnost’) 
rather than on a real intercultural interaction (Section 2.2.4).

The proposed review of studies and related considerations will finally 
lead us to question what issues affect RFL intercultural teaching today 
(Section 2.2.5), so as to identify possible areas for improvement on which 
the operative part of the book (Chapter 5) will focus.

102 See Section 1.3.1 and footnote no. 72.
103 See Sections 1.3.1 and 1.3.2, and footnote no. 79.
104 See footnote no. 61.
105 The biography and bibliography of this RFL scholar can be found in Shchukin, 
Moskovkin & Yanchenko (2022: 231–232).
106 See Shchukin, Moskovkin & Yanchenko (2022: 238–239) for more information about 
Kulibina.
107 Further, the influence of the views of such studies on RFL teaching can be seen not only 
in the Russian RFL textbooks but also in RFL textbooks written outside Russia. In Chapter 
3, we will present the case study of the Italian ones (see Chapter 3 for more details).
108 For more on these RFL academic orientations, see Section 1.3.1.
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2.2.1 Definitions of Intercultural Communication (IC) and Inter-
cultural Communicative Competence (ICC)

Modern studies on the development of ICC in RFL remain linked to 
the definition of IC proposed in the 1970s by the founders of linguo-coun-
try studies, Vereshchagin and Kostomarov109 (1973: 43), who understood 
IC as “an adequate mutual understanding [vzaimoponimaniye] of two 
participants in a communicative act who belong to different national cul-
tures” (see also Azimov & Shchukin 2021: 159–160).110

Since Vereshchagin and Kostomarov, Ter-Minasova111 (2000: 24) has 
noted how:

Every foreign language lesson is a crossroads of cultures [perekrëstok 
kul’tur], is a practice of intercultural communication, because every for-
eign word reflects a foreign world and a foreign culture: behind every 
word there is an idea of the world conditioned by national consciousness.

More recently, Shibko proposes a view of IC as “the capacity for inter-
action [vzaimodeystviye] between participants in the communicative act 
who belong to different national cultures” (Shibko 2011: 15, 90; see also 
Shibko 2014: 36, 197).

Similarly, Shchukin (2018a: 153) defines IC as follows: “interaction 
[vzaimodeystviye] between communication participants who belong to 
different national communities, in order to establish mutual understand-
ing [vzaimoponimaniye] and interaction [vzaimodeystviye] in various sit-
uations of verbal activity.”

First, we can observe how the idea of IC, in the definitions we have 
examined, is built around two keywords: vzaimoponimaniye (mutual un-
derstanding) and vzaimodeystviye (interaction). The concept of culture 
links them together (see more infra) because, as Ter-Minasova notes, it 
is in the exchange between cultures—the “crossroads of cultures” (per-
ekrëstok kul’tur)—that IC takes place.

It is no coincidence that since Shchukin’s (2003: 125, 135–136) sys-
tematization (see also Shchukin 2019: 193, 206 ff.), the designation IC is 

109 See Section 1.3.1 and footnote no. 64.
110 It will be remembered that we have already set out this definition of IC in Section 1.3.1, 
where, in light of the non-essentialist view of culture and identity proposed in Section 
1.1.1, we stressed its attachment to a national idea of culture and identity. In this second 
chapter we will explain in more detail the mechanisms underlying RFL national and cul-
tural essentialist discourses (as illustrated in Subchapter 2.1).
111 See Section 1.3.1 and footnote no. 78.
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generally used in RFL to denote the “object of acquisition,” or ob”yekt 
usvoyeniya (Shibko 2011: 14, 90; 2014: 34, 196) in reference to culture 
(which is, in turn, the “object of teaching,” or ob”yekt obucheniya; see also 
Moskovkin & Shchukin 2012: 91, 93). Consequently, IC is identified with 
the “ability to communicate with the bearers of another culture” (Lebe-
dinskiy & Gerbik 2011: 62).

Creating the possibilities for an IC is the ICC of the interlocutors, 
which can be seen as a set of “practical skills and abilities” that fosters 
“the development of the individual’s ethnocultural sensitivity” (Pugachёv 
2011: 34) in relation to other people and cultures.

According to scholars, ICC is directly related to the purposes of RFL 
teaching, which presupposes not only the acquisition of grammar, but 
also “knowledge of the culture of the country of the studied language” 
(Basova 2014: 49).

Since IC is a process of verbal and nonverbal communication between 
bearers of different languages and cultures (Kryuchkova & Moshchinska-
ya 2011: 54), ICC can be defined as “the ability of the individual to exist 
in a polycultural society, to be successfully understood by representatives 
of other cultures and representatives of one’s own culture” (Azimov & 
Shchukin 2009: 134, 2021: 160).112

For Berdichevskiy (2020: 9, 2021: 4), this implies “the ability to under-
stand the limitations of one’s own culture and language and the ability 
to switch when encountering another culture to other not only linguistic 
but also non-linguistic norms of behavior.” Thus, ICC is the conditio sine 
qua non for IC, as understanding the target culture allows participants in 
a linguistic act to accurately understand each other, and its ultimate out-
come, since it fulfills the purpose of language learning (Pugachёv 2011: 
28).

According to Kryuchkova and Moshchinskaya (2011: 40), ICC may 
be described as “the ability to act as an intermediary between the rep-
resentatives of one’s own culture and those of the foreign culture and 
effectively eliminate misunderstandings and conflict situations generated 
by intercultural differences.”

112 As with the definition of IC (see footnote no. 110), we had already made an initial re-
flection on this definition of ICC in Section 1.3.1, again pointing out that it does not take 
into account the dynamism of culture and the multiple identities of its representatives 
(see Section 1.1.1). Later in this chapter, we will see more in depth the problems (both 
theoretical and educational) related to the static view of culture and identity promoted 
by RFL scholars.
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After looking at the definitions of IC and ICC, in the next section we 
will discuss how the treatment of culture is actually developed in RFL lit-
erature on IE (2007–2023), in which we will trace the national and cultur-
al essentialist discourses (see Subchapter 2.1) derived from linguo-coun-
try and linguocultural studies.

2.2.2 Culture, Nationalism, and Essentialism

Generally speaking, Russian-language studies on ICC in the RFL field 
from 2007 to 2023 explicitly or implicitly refer to both linguo-country 
(Vereshchagin, Kostomarov, and Yuriy Prokhorov113) and linguocultural 
studies (Vladimir Vorob’ёv, Viktor Shaklein, Yuriy Stepanov, Veronika 
Teliya, Viktoriya Krasnykh,114 Valentina Maslova, and Nina Arutyuno-
va), which continue to dominate the treatment of IC in modern-day RFL 
(Shchukin 2019: 459 ff.). To recall the main characteristics of these aca-
demic tendencies, already discussed in Section 1.3.1, the former discipline 
is based on the idea of IC seen above and “dialogue between cultures” 
(dialog kul’tur), or, more generally, on the idea that the study of language 
should be accompanied by the study of the country in which that lan-
guage is spoken. The latter is linked to the conception of the individual 
as “linguistic personality” (yazykovaya lichnost’), to the representation of 
language as the embodiment of cultural values and culture as the highest 
level of language, and to the idea of “linguistic worldview” (yazykovaya 
kartina mira) (Azimov & Shchukin 2009: 127–128, 2021: 152–153).115

Although ICC is clearly not neglected in today’s RFL studies, an am-
biguous and potentially equivocal use of the term “culture” is generally 
observed.116

This is evident in the definitions of ICC during the period 2007–2023 
considered here, which, in addition to relying on ‘classical’ cultural mod-
els (e.g., Edward Tylor, Alfred Kroeber, Clyde Kluckhohn, and Geert Hof-
stede), welcome influences and suggestions from linguo-country and 

113 For the biography of this RFL scholar, refer to Shchukin, Moskovkin & Yanchenko 
(2022: 358–359).
114 See Shchukin, Moskovkin & Yanchenko (2022: 113–114, 227–228, 411–412, 422–423, 
482–483) for biographical and bibliographical details on the scholars named so far.
115 See also Section 1.3.1 and footnote no. 67.
116 It must be said, however, that the concept of culture, due to its various contexts of use 
and varied shades of meaning that change from discipline to discipline, nevertheless re-
mains one of the most complex and debated concepts in modern studies on IC (see Section 
1.1.1, Elizarova 2005: 11–23, and Sadokhin 2014: 18–19).
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linguocultural studies. At first glance, in the studies influenced by these 
disciplines, we note that the concept of culture is often not even defined. 
Where defined, broadly speaking it is mostly simplistically identified, 
in the wake of Passov (2007: 23), with a “part of the general culture of 
humanity” (Berdichevskiy 2007: 63), or—with specific reference to FL 
area—with “a set of the experience of people whose language has become 
the object of study” (Moskovkin & Shchukin 2012: 93) and also with “a 
system of values [sistema tsennostey] used as the content of education” 
(Passov & Kuzovleva 2010: 18).

On closer examination, these studies seem to be based on a static idea 
of culture, which within the field of RFL could be a legacy of linguocul-
tural studies. For example, the primary theorist of linguocultural studies, 
Vorob’ёv (1997: 15), describes the “fixity” (ustoychivost’) and “stability” 
(stabil’nost’) of culture, which would be guaranteed by its national char-
acter (see more infra). According to Lebedinskiy and Gerbik (2011: 62), 
the action of individuals within the same culture is “systematic.”117 Ac-
cording to other scholars (e.g., Moskovkin & Shchukin 2012: 93), culture 
(including, e.g., values and traditions) would be transmitted unchanged 
from generation to generation.118 In essence, culture appears as a set of 
unchanged and unchangeable, timeless, and essentialized traditions. An-
other example: in his pioneering article dedicated to the “why,” “how,” 
and “what” of IE, laying the foundations of the IE model in the RFL area, 
Berdichevskiy (2007) does not address the complexity and versatility of 
the concept of culture, which in the end is presented as something stat-
ic and changeless to be acquired by RFL learners. Even in Azimov and 
Shchukin’s (2009: 117–118, 2021: 142) lengthy definition of culture, with 
its recognition of its various declinations, there is no trace of the intrinsic 
complexity and dynamism of this concept.

This leads us to a third observation. Ultimately, culture seems to be 
limited to the ethno-national context.119 “Every culture is national [nat-

117 See also Passov & Kuzovleva (2010: 64).
118 This view of culture is in line with the theoretical model—peculiar to cultural anthro-
pology since Tylor—whereby culture would represent the highest outcomes of human 
activity, that is, civilization or at any rate a ‘second nature’ opposed to nature. For exam-
ple, for the North American anthropologists Kroeber and Kluckhohn, authors of Culture: 
A Critical Review of Concepts and Definitions (Kroeber & Kluckhohn 1952), culture comes 
to be identified with the social heritage of a historically determined society, consisting 
of knowledge, beliefs, symbols, and values that shape its behavior (see Grushevitskaya, 
Popkov & Sadokhin 2003).
119 On the other hand, Russian is also spoken in the former Soviet republics and in various 
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sional’na] in content,” write Passov and Kuzovleva (2010: 27). It is import-
ant to recall that the prominence given to the national element in IC was 
already present in the definition used by Vereshchagin and Kostomarov 
(1973: 43) and was maintained by Ter-Minasova (2000: 24) with reference 
to “national consciousness” (natsional’noye soznaniye) (see Section 2.2.1).

This view of IC is also found in more recent definitions that echo 
Vereshchagin and Kostomarov, which we have already mentioned. Shib-
ko (2011: 15, 90; 2014: 36, 197), for example, reproposes an idea of IC 
constructed from “national cultures” (natsional’nyye kul’tury). Shchukin 
(2018a: 153) considers IC an “interaction between communication partic-
ipants who belong to different national communities.”

Similarly, for Berdichevskiy (2022: 35) and Fedotova (2016: 134–145), 
as well as for Zaytseva and Lapshina (2020: 155), RFL teaching is closely 
linked to national culture (natsional’naya kul’tura). According to Chzhan 
[Zhang] (2015: 1102), “the national self-consciousness [natsional’noye sa-
mosoznaniye], mentality, character, lifestyle, traditions, customs, morals, 
value system, and worldview of a people” is reflected in the FL. That is to 
say that, in language, “national cultural values [natsional’nyye kul’turnyye 
tsennosti] are preserved.” Additionally, Tsertsvadze (2011: 175) maintains 
that language reflects “the social self-awareness of the people, their men-
tality [mentalitet], and national character [natsional’nyy kharakter].”120

It is worth mentioning a few more significant examples. In the first 
research focused on the teaching of Russian in a FL learning environment, 
Bykova121 (2011: 15), among the “internal factors” affecting RFL teaching/
learning, mentions the “national mentality” (natsional’nyy mentalitet), 
which has been defined as the “genetic memory of reason inherent in 
language” (Kharitonov 2013: 877). Pugaсhёv122 devotes an entire section 
of his monograph to a fixed “national character” (natsional’nyy kharak-
ter), understood as that “part of the mentality” he interprets as “a specific 
combination of the stable character traits of the representatives of a con-

diaspora and emigration contexts, and thus becomes a conduit not only of the proper na-
tional (Russian) culture but also acquires a transnational character as it becomes an entry 
to other (Russophone) cultures (see Section 1.1.1).
120 The role attributed to the Russian language in creating and reinforcing an essentialist 
sense of national identity will be investigated in Section 2.2.3, to which readers may refer 
for further discussion.
121 Information on the academic profile of Ol’ga Bykova can be found in Shchukin, 
Moskovkin & Yanchenko (2022: 90–91).
122 For more information about Ivan Pugachёv, refer to Shchukin, Moskovkin & Yanchen-
ko (2022: 359–360).
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crete ethnic group,” or as “dominant values and orientations in a given 
society” (Pugaсhёv 2011: 46–49). Vasil’yeva (2016: 88) emphasizes the im-
portance for IC of natsional’nyy mentalitet and natsional’nyy kharakter. 
Nistratova (2023: 45) writes that “intercultural communication is impos-
sible without taking into account the specificity of the national linguistic 
worldview (natsional’naya yazykovaya kartina mira) of the representa-
tives of the contacting cultures, which in many respects is determined by 
a special attitude to this world embodied in language, that is, language 
mentality [yazykovaya mental’nost’].” Also for Senatorova (2020: 323), it 
is the “Russian national mentality” (russkiy natsional’nyy mentalitet) that 
should be reflected in an RFL textbook. For their part, Kryuchkova and 
Moshchinskaya (2011: 55) argue that for the foreign learner to develop 
effective IC with natives, the learner must approach the native’s “nation-
al values” (natsional’nyye tsennosti), “national character” (natsional’nyy 
kharakter), and “national culture” (natsional’naya kul’tura) as a “system 
of concepts that is transmitted from generation to generation.”

This insistence on a “national culture” (natsional’naya kul’tura) made 
up of a fixed and immutable combination of “character” (kharakter), 
“mentality” (mentalitet/mental’nost’), “values” (tsennosti), “consciousness/
self-consciousness” (soznaniye/samosoznaniye), and “worldview” (miro-
vozzreniye/kartina mira) clearly shows the legacy of linguo-country and 
linguocultural studies.

In fact, concerning linguo-country studies, in the 1990s, Prokhorov 
(1995) was the first to interpret them as a methodological discipline in 
which the national culture of learners plays a key role in the develop-
ment of communicative competence. Similarly, according to Kryuchkova 
and Moshchinskaya (2011: 62), linguo-country studies investigate “na-
tional-cultural specificity” (natsional’no-kul’turnaya spetsifika) and view 
language as a means of learning about national culture.

Turning to linguocultural studies, its founders were fervent support-
ers of national discourse. For example, Vorob’ёv (1999: 125) believed that 
this new scientific orientation should analyze the “national mentality” 
(natsional’nyy mentalitet) and identified the triad “language [yazyk] – 
nation (national personality) [natsiya (natsional’naya lichnost’)] – culture 
[kul’tura]” as the core of linguocultural studies (Vorob’ёv 1997: 13). Simi-
larly, from Teliya’s point of view, the main aim of linguocultural studies is 
“the study of the means by which the material culture and mentality of an 
ethnic group are embodied in the living national language [natsional’nyy 
yazyk]” (Teliya 1996: 216). The influence of linguocultural studies and 
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their foundational idea of natsional’nyy kharakter123 can be found also 
in non-RFL-specific IC literature, where the latter is defined as “a set of 
specific physical and spiritual qualities, norms of behavior and activities 
typical of representatives of one or another nation” (Grushevitskaya et 
al. 2003).

This static, essentialized idea of culture (so different from that provid-
ed in Section 1.1.1) and its correlation with the national dimension seem 
to suggest an uncritical, unproblematized resumption of the theoretical 
framework of both linguo-country and linguocultural studies (see Section 
1.3.1), which is taken for granted and implicitly or explicitly shared by the 
research examined so far. Such a view, which is well integrated into Rus-
sian and Russian-speaking academic thought,124 may also be found in the 
writing of Azimov and Shchukin, who reiterate the shared static nature 
of the concept of national culture, which they interpret as “the historical 
worldview by a people, which is realized in traditions, national relics and 
reflected in language” (Azimov & Shchukin 2009: 158, 2021: 188).

It should be clear by now that we can find a common approach to 
culture in RFL studies dating from 2007 to 2023, and that is quite differ-
ent from the approach delineated in Section 1.1.1. Instead of a dynamic, 
complex, and problematic concept of culture in which individuals partake 
on many levels in different social groups of various dimensions, the idea 
of culture that emerges from Russian-language studies of ICC in the RFL 
field is, by contrast, quite static, reductive, and ‘ideologized.’ As we have 
observed so far, in such research, culture is understood (in the wake of 
linguo-country and linguocultural studies) as an immutable factor, not 
subject to change, but hinged on stable traditions and firmly anchored 
to the national context.125 The possibility that culture—as well as iden-
tity—can be ‘multiple,’ that it can change, renegotiate, and redefine its 

123 For an in-depth discussion of the topic, see Pomarolli (2019, 2023). As clarified by Po-
marolli (2019: 386), in defining national character as “the stable set of values, inclinations, 
and behavioral norms proper to a given culture” (Evsyukova & Butenko 2014: 466), the 
linguocultural studies actually give it an “ontological determination.”
124 Suffice it to say that, since the 1990s, Mitrofanova and Kostomarov (1990: 126) have 
indicated precisely in the “national culture” (natsional’naya kul’tura) “the indispensable 
condition for an adequate, full acquisition of the foreign (Russian) language” (for infor-
mation about Mitrofanova, see her biography and bibliography in Shchukin, Moskovkin 
& Yanchenko 2022: 295–296). For his part, also the psycholinguist Tarasov (1996: 8) at-
tributed the misunderstandings, within IC, to the different “national consciences” (nat-
sional’nyye soznaniya) of the interlocutors.
125 This emphasis on the national aspect lends itself to any criticism directed at “method-
ological nationalism” (see, e.g., Chernilo 2011).
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meanings and boundaries is not admitted. In fact, if we agree that it is 
people (and not cultures) who meet or clash (Ghilardi 2012: 29), it will be 
recognized without difficulty that the very accentuation of the national 
(as well as supranational or universal) aspect of culture in RFL works 
precisely to the detriment of the recognition of the variations and dif-
ferentiations within the culture itself, whether of a geographical, sexual, 
social, or religious nature (see Section 1.1.1).

In other words, the representations of IC and ICC offered by RFL 
scholars carry with them major limitations. It is worth mentioning that 
Khaleyeva (2000: 29) argued that, for the purpose of IE, a “linguoecologi-
cal” (lingvoekologicheskiy) approach should be developed, that is, one that 
respects the ethnic identity of all the peoples of the Russian Federation. 
However, current research does not take into account the different ethnic 
components and cultural minorities on the ground, as well as the com-
plexity of Russian speakers’ identities and of the Russophone world.

Thus, it will be agreed that the ICC promoted in RFL during the pe-
riod 2007–2023 is based on a de facto stereotyped conception—uncritical, 
granitic, and inflexible—of culture (see also Torresin 2022b, 2023a, 2023b). 
For this reason, it would not seem rash to state that the ICC advocated in 
these more recent studies is partial and highly nationalized, continuing to 
rely on an image of ‘Russianness,’ which is at the very least naïve, if not 
overtly nationalistic.126 In fact, with very few exceptions,127 we are faced 
not with the welcoming of diversity, but with the leveling of difference. 
Presently, it is instead the dynamic articulation of cultural difference that 

126 We share Plamenatz’s (1973: 23) opinion on “nationalism,” defined as “the desire to 
preserve or enhance a people’s national or cultural identity.”
127 A marginal position is occupied by Passov and Kuzovleva (2010), who, in identifying 
culture with “spiritual values [dukhovnyye tsennosti] acquired individually (personally)” 
(17), claim the role of the individual as a “subject” in relation to “cultural facts” (fakty 
kul’tury) [see footnote no. 75], with which (s)he establishes a dialogic interaction (25). For 
his part, also Berdichevskiy (2014: 229), drawing attention to the potential danger of ap-
plying the country and linguocountry studies to IC (as they “present the typical element 
of a general phenomenon (culture)”), indicates the value of individuality—as opposed to 
typecasting—arguing that IC “accentuates the individuality of the Other and does not 
confine him/her only to the function of a representative of his/her own culture” (see 
Berdichevskiy & Golubeva 2015: 49). Similarly, Basova (2014: 21–22) points out that “in 
contact with the ‘stranger’ precisely an individual—and not stereotyped—idea of a given 
people, country, language, and culture emerges;” not surprisingly, IC tends precisely to 
the “exchange of personal experience between communicants in the presence of distinct 
cultural backgrounds.”
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creates “cultural hybridity”—where IC can take place and ICC is real-
ized—as argued by Bhabha (1994: 2).128

On the contrary, in the Russian-language studies on ICC that we have 
analyzed, cultural difference is not exalted but completely annulled, thus 
removing the very possibility of creating a “third space” or a “third place” 
(in Bhabha’s and Kramsch’s terminology, resp.) capable of overcoming 
the self-other dichotomy.

In the following section, we will see further examples of national and 
cultural essentialist discourses rooted in RFL studies on IE by examining 
research on the teaching of literature to foreign students.

2.2.3 Literature and Language

The national and cultural essentialist discourses that permeate the 
RFL studies on IE examined so far emerge strongly also from a consider-
ation of the topic of teaching literature (in RFL area).

We have decided to dwell on this topic separately because, on the one 
hand, it reinforces the argument made in this chapter and, on the oth-
er hand, it touches on a subject—the use of literature in RFL classes—to 
which we will come back (but with theoretical assumptions quite differ-
ent from those of the RFL literature analyzed here) in Chapters 4 and 5.

Our analysis showed that RFL research dealing with literature as a 
vehicle of ICC between 2007 and 2023 (just as those discussed in Section 
2.2.2), on the back of linguo-country and linguocultural studies, seems 
inevitably to be tied to national and cultural essentialist dynamics. After 
all, the use of literature in RFL would be functional “to illustrate the tradi-
tions [traditsii], customs, and lifestyle of the people [obraz zhizni naroda] 
of the country of the target language” (Passov & Kuzovleva 2010: 68). For 
Podruchnaya (2013: 39), for the purpose of effective IC (and, with it, ICC), 
the “inclusion of elements of the Russian national linguistic and values 
worldview [natsional’naya yazykovaya i tsennostnaya kartina mira]” is 
necessary. By approaching literature, the foreign student would get “an 
idea of the culture of the Russian people [kul’tura russkogo naroda], of its 
deep traits and values [tsennosti], which to this day constitute the pecu-
liarity of the Russian mentality [russkiy mentalitet]” (40–41).

128 The idea—central to postcolonial studies (see footnote no. 18)—that all cultures are hy-
brid and heterogeneous can also be found in the works of Mikhail Bakhtin, Edward Said, 
and Peter Burke (e.g., according to Burke 2009: 102, “no culture is an island”).
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But Podruchnaya is not alone in this belief. Antipina (2018: 172) pro-
poses, when conducting exercises and activities during the reading of a 
literary text, to “turn foreign students’ attention to the behavior of the 
characters from the point of view of the conditioning of national cul-
ture and mentality [natsional’naya kul’tura i mentalitet],” to “help them 
identify the value orientations of Russians [tsennostnyye ustanovki russ-
kikh lyudey].” Not much different is the idea of Sokolova (2015: 945), for 
whom the literary work constitutes “the means of knowledge of culture, 
its national and universal values [natsional’nyye i obshchechelovecheski-
ye tsennosti].” In this sense, for example, work on Aleksandr Pushkin in 
the RFL classroom “initiates students into national culture” according to 
Yanova and Mirzoyeva (2011: 234). For Grintsevich (2014: 345), literature 
from the perspective of IC rises to “the interpreter of national culture,” 
as it “helps the foreigner understand, recognize and feel ... the specificity 
of the people’s poetic thought, the richness and originality of its spiritual 
and aesthetic life,” or, in short, “the soul of the people” (dusha naroda). 
An interpretation of literature in the national essentialist key, linguocul-
turally derived, as a repository of the national character/mentality and 
worldview of Russians, is also offered by Volkov and Gladilina’s (2014) 
handbook.

Bliznyuk-Biskup (2012: 152) argues that the literary text “brings one 
closer to understanding the Russian mentality, helps to penetrate the se-
crets of Russian character.” Equally explicit are Vashchekina (2016: 516) 
and Solomonova (2018: 257), who call it a “phenomenon of national cul-
ture.” Similarly, others see literature as “the pivot of Russian national cul-
ture [russkaya natsional’naya kul’tura]” (Makarova 2011: 127). Finally, the 
foremost expert on the topic of teaching literature from an intercultural 
perspective within RFL, Kulibina (2015: 46), speaks of the literary text 
as a “unity of Russian national discourse [russkiy natsional’nyy diskurs]” 
and states that, after all, as a “thrice cultural object” (in content, language, 
and its very artistic nature), it reflects “the life of the people” (i.e., their 
“linguistic worldview”) and represents national culture “by definition” 
(Kulibina 2015: 60, 2018: 52).

According to most scholars, in short, Russian literature would bring 
foreign learners “into the unrepeatable world of national culture” (Chi-
bisova 2009: 319), with all the problems that—as we have seen—the use 
of the term “national culture” (natsional’naya kul’tura) and related terms 
(“mentality,” “values,” etc.) entails for ICC in the RFL field (see Section 
2.2.2).
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The very role of the RFL teacher does not shy away from the national 
interpretation of Russian literature, since his/her task should be (simi-
larly to what was envisioned in the studies analyzed in Section 2.2.2) to 
“help the foreign learner become acquainted with the mentality, moral 
stance, and aesthetic ideas characteristic of Russian culture” (Antipina 
2018: 173), thus becoming “a transmitter of Russian culture and morality” 
(Arzamastseva 2020). In this, the national character of the language129 also 
plays its part, because the teacher will have to “form in students an idea 
of language as a reflection of sociocultural, national, and universal reali-
ty” (Ardzenadze 2015: 66), or, put otherwise, as a “source of information 
about the national culture of the people [natsional’naya kul’tura naroda]” 
(Gorodetskaya 2015: 48).

Language and literature would thus turn out to be interdependent, 
if we consider the former (like the scholars mentioned so far) “part of 
national culture” (Kulibina 2015: 56, 2018: 48) and the latter a “model of 
the reflection in language of Russian linguistic consciousness [russkoye 
yazykovoye soznaniye]” (Bliznyuk-Biskup 2012: 152). “Literature and lan-
guage,” Chizhova (2007) noted precisely, “are different products of a single 
national spirit [natsional’nyy dukh]: the spirit of the nation [dukh natsii].” 
It is not difficult to discern, even behind the most recent theorizing on 
the topic of literature teaching and ICC we have examined, the adherence 
to the conception, proper to German Romanticism (Aysman [Eismann] 
2018: 15), of the substantial unity between language and national belong-
ing,130 typical of an essentialist approach to culture.131

That is, all the studies we have considered here—without exception—
share the idea that “every language is first and foremost a means of na-
tional communication” (Moraru 2011: 238) and, therefore, in the words 

129 For example, Passov and Kuzovleva (2010: 27) argue that “the national psychology, the 
soul of the people, their character are revealed and cognized in and through language.” 
Also most recent studies maintain that “language as a key instrument of existence, pres-
ervation, and transmission of the cultural code from one generation of native speakers to 
another is a powerful means of cognition and familiarization with the national mentality 
[natsional’naya mental’nost’], search for the foundations of national identity mentality 
[natsional’naya identichnost’]” (Men [Meng], Kur’yanovich & Tsao [Cao] 2023: 407).
130 The view of language as an expression of the national character of a people, typical of 
linguocultural studies (see Sadokhin 2014: 96) is mainly due to the German philosopher 
Wilhelm von Humboldt, whose name is very recurrent in the RFL research we have dealt 
with.
131 See also Section 1.1.1 and footnote no. 22.
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of Podosinnikova (2011: 261), “the Russian language is to be studied as a 
phenomenon of national culture.”132

Teaching literature in RFL would then amount to proposing, through 
the use of literary texts, a “model of national culture” (model’ natsion-
al’noy kul’tury) (Miksyuk 2019a: 62, 2019b: 120), where the national dis-
course de facto rises to a constitutive myth of Russian identity (Ionin 
2000: 168–172). All this is made possible by the traditional literature-cen-
tric conception, peculiar to Russian culture, in which literature, being 
“at the crossroads of art and ideology” (Kondakov 2008), is elevated to 
an expression of the ‘worldview’ of a sociocultural community, which 
passes mainly through language—the “social instrument” of cohesion and 
domination par excellence (Živov [Zhivov] 2012).

The fact that literature has recourse to a national language, and through 
it to national traditions of aesthetic worldview ... and through them to 
an original interpretation of natural and social realia, the course of hi-
storical processes, people’s psychology, mythological-religious and po-
litical-ideological representations ... makes literature the expression of a 
people’s national self-consciousness, the most important exercise of sel-
f-analysis of national culture and national mentality. (Kondakov 2008)

In short, national discourse, which also carries with it a cultural 
essentialist discourse, seems to be an integral part of the very cultur-
al self-representation of the Russian world. Literature thus becomes, for 
RFL scholars, “an effective means of knowledge of culture through the 
prism of language and knowledge of language through the prism of cul-
ture” (Bliznyuk-Biskup 2012: 145): all within the national perspective of 
linguo-country and linguocultural studies133 that we have outlined so far. 
But—we might ask ourselves at this point—can literature be only and/
or primarily “the main source of reliable information about the nation’s 
culture [kul’tura natsii],” as Czwalińska (2009: 472) defines it?

One can certainly detect, in the idea and/or definition (explicit as well 
as implicit) of “Russian literature” within today’s RFL, a flaw in form: 
that is, what is missing is a more complex vision of Russian literature 

132 Similarly, Passov and Kuzovleva (2010: 28) define it as a “portrait” of national culture.
133 Let us consider, for example, the concept of “linguocultureme” (lingvokul’turema), un-
derstood as a “dialectical unity of linguistic and extralinguistic [i.e., cultural] content” 
(Vorob’ёv 1997: 44–45), which would be effectively expressed in literary works in which, 
according to Vorob’ёv, “Russian national personality [russkaya natsional’naya lichnost’] 
found artistic expression” (56). For more information about this RFL scholar, see Section 
1.3.1 and footnote no. 68.
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(and literature teaching), which also includes the non-national element, 
or that is at any rate capable of grasping and incorporating the facets and 
chiaroscuros of a label that is not sufficiently functional with respect to 
current cultural situation of “hybridism” (gibridizatsiya) and “creoliza-
tion” (kreolizatsiya) peculiar to the Russian Federation (Tlostanova 2004: 
29–30).134

In essence, it is a matter—with regard especially to contemporary 
Russian literature —of moving away from the model of “national litera-
ture” (natsional’naya literatura) and adopting a different model, of “trans-
(post)national literature” (trans-(post)natsional’naya literatura), accord-
ing to Tlostanova’s terminology (100–105). Such a model would make 
it possible, thanks in part to the contribution of postcolonial studies, to 
overcome the traditional, codified representation of a literature linked to 
a sense of “nation-ness” (Anderson 1983), paving the way for the forma-
tion of a more hybrid, ‘liquid’ (and thus not crystallized within a binary 
national vision) image of post-Soviet literary phenomena.

It goes without saying that the change of perspective on literature 
would go deep into the very idea of identity, which, in line with the theo-
rizing of postcolonial studies, “rather than being a reflection of belonging 
to a given social or national group, ... is continually reshaped by contact 
with different realities and cultures” (Puleri 2016: 17), thus becoming a 
“process” rather than a “substance” (Ghilardi 2012: 59).135

Unfortunately, RFL scholars, who remain attached to a national 
view of literature that has its roots in the past,136 still seem far removed 
from such orientations. As a result, there is no problematized view of 
concepts such as culture, identity, and ICC (and, before that, IC) in the 
Russian-speaking academic landscape. Moreover, the latter is interpret-
ed, along with IC, within a framework of ideal (and, again, nationalistic) 
‘Russianness’ that fails to account for the complexity of sociocultural re-
ality. Actually, we have seen how this is the result of the still very strong 
influence on RFL research of linguo-country and linguocultural studies.

134 See the discussion on identity and Russian + Russophone target in RFL (Section 1.1.1).
135 On this topic, see also Section 1.1.1.
136 In fact, Moskovkin (see Shchukin, Moskovkin & Yanchenko 2022: 308–310) and 
Shchukin (2013: 45) argue that the reason for the inclusion (for the first time) of literary 
texts in the RFL textbooks of the second half of the 18th century by German authors is 
to be found in the “tendency to shift from common European values to national ones, 
generated by the processes of formation of European nations.” In essence, as has already 
been mentioned, RFL’s own national vision of Russian literature owes much to Romantic 
aesthetics.
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As a consequence, similarly to Russian-language studies on ICC in 
the RFL field previously analyzed, RFL works on the topic of literature 
teaching and ICC, with very few exceptions,137 only perpetuate the na-
tional myth and a model of teaching/learning based on “tolerance,” a con-
cept that we will develop in the next section.

2.2.4 Tolerance

In these studies, more than ICC, it is the “tolerant and spiritually sen-
sitive Russian culture” (Ikonnikova & Bol’shakov 2008: 248) that domi-
nates the scene. The use of the adjective “tolerant” (tolerantnaya; masc. 
tolerantnyy) does not seem coincidental in the context of these strongly 
nationally oriented studies. It is one of the most recurring terms, more 
than “intercultural interaction” (and similar terms), and, as has been ar-
gued (Mansouri & Arber 2017: 26), it is already ambiguous and question-
able in itself, as it presupposes the passive acceptance of a minority’s 
cultural diversity by the dominant group.138

It seems that the ultimate goal is, for the foreign learner, “the refine-
ment... of tolerance [tolerantnost’]” (Fomina 2018: 58). This, for D’yakova 
(2015: 335), is also “the main task of the Russian teacher,” which enables 
“preparing the foreign student for studying and living in Russia.” After 
all, according to Akimova and Adol’f (2016: 50), it would be precisely the 
teacher’s job to “initiate ... into the Russian traditions of national culture 
[russkiye natsional’no-kul’turnyye traditsii]”—that is, to “realize the func-
tions of intercultural tolerance [mezhkul’turnaya tolerantnost’]” (Bykova 
2011: 36), conceived as a “pedagogical problem” (Shamsutdinova 2008).

The principle of “tolerance” (tolerantnost’)—from Latin tolerantia 
meaning ‘forbearance,’ which for Miloslavskaya (2001: 20–21) constitut-
ed the first step of IC—today remains the basis of ICC for Azimov and 
Shchukin (2009: 134), who describe it as “an understanding and respect 
toward another culture, towards the differences of the representatives of 
another culture—ethnic, national, racial, religious, and linguistic” (317; 
see also Azimov & Shchukin 2021: 354).

137 See, for example, Salkhanova (2013), who proposes reading Kazakh literary experiences 
in light of the concept of “marginality” (marginal’nost’), that is, peripherality typical of 
any multi-ethnic cultural space, in which “the individual cannot with absolute certainty 
identify with a concrete culture” (802).
138 In the context of culturology, Sadokhin (2014: 248) defines tolerance as “an attitude of 
condescending indulgence toward the opinions, beliefs, behavior, customs, culture, feel-
ings, and ideas of others.”
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In the research examined so far, tolerance, which is interpreted as a 
core component of ICC (Zhukova et al. 2013: 178–179), is simultaneously 
considered a principle to be observed and a competence to be achieved. 
This happens because, as a “communicative category” (Shamsutdinova 
2020), tolerance is ultimately identified, on the one hand, with IC and, on 
the other hand, with ICC, also linking itself to the traditional myth of the 
“Russian soul,” which is very present in linguocultural studies (Pomarolli 
2019: 388). Indeed, according to Afanas’yeva (2018: 204), one of the fac-
tors that paves the way for ICC is “the understanding and perception of 
the values and norms of Russian society, founded on the ideals of good-
ness, justice, honesty, and tolerance.”

Let us briefly explain what the expression “Russian soul” stands for. 
The myth of the “Russian soul” (russkaya dusha) has its roots in the ste-
reotyped and essentialized notion of ‘Russianness’ that originated in 
Western history, literature, and philosophy in the second half of the 19th 
century. Having formed as a hetero-definition, this concept was later ad-
opted by Russian thinkers and turned into a self-definition, since it argu-
ably answered an unrealized need for identity in the Russian-speaking 
world. In the development of the myth of “Russian soul” and its transition 
into a self-referential concept, a fundamental role was played by philos-
ophy, which used this expression to denote Russians’ special “national 
character,” conceived as a set of essential and original characteristics of 
the Russian person, distinguishing him/her from others, such as, for in-
stance, tendency to extremes, emotionality, openness, sincerity, hospital-
ity, generosity, and capacity for self-sacrifice.139

This continuous re-proposition of the category of tolerance in the 
examined RFL studies is informed by a recovery of the idea of the “Rus-
sian soul” illustrated above.140 This fact, in addition to reinforcing further 
an adherence to a stereotypical and nationalistic (self-) representation 
also delineates a paradoxical situation in which IC between two or more 
nations should be based on a principal characteristic of only one of these 
nations.

139 For a brief genealogy of the “Russian soul” and its influence on RFL practices, see Tor-
rezin [Torresin] (2022d).
140 On the consequences of the stereotypical idea of the “Russian soul” for the teaching of 
RFL through textbooks, refer to Chapter 3.
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2.2.5 Conclusions and Pedagogical Implications

In the research conducted in Russian from 2007–2023, ICC is based on 
highly ideologized, nationalistically conditioned, and monolithic self-rep-
resentations and self-perceptions; on uncritical, unproblematized, partial, 
and homologated conceptions of culture; and on a general attitude of 
tolerance rather than interaction with diversity.

There is no critical rethinking of concepts, such as culture and identi-
ty, which are taken for granted and used uncritically within the concep-
tual systems of linguo-country and linguocultural studies.

Moreover, all the elements highlighted up to this point (i.e., the static 
idea of culture and denial of cultural hybridity, the references to national 
culture, and the appeal to the principle of tolerance) seem to indicate that 
the RFL literature written in Russian on ICC from 2007–2023 is firmly 
anchored in culturally hegemonic types of discourse, represented by na-
tional and cultural essentialist discourses (see Subchapter 2.1). Such types 
of discourse, which constitute the dominant paradigm drawn from lin-
guo-country and linguocultural studies, produce significant knowledge 
that influences RFL’s “regime of truth”: that is, the types of discourse 
generally accepted and made to function as ‘true.’

It follows that even the conception of interculturalism, from which 
these works claim to take their cue, should rather be identified with a 
“multicultural” approach in which ICC is achieved through the promo-
tion of pluralism (plyuralizm) and linguistic variety (lingvisticheskoye 
mnogoobraziye) (Azimov & Shchukin 2009: 134, 2021: 160). Not surpris-
ingly, the “decrease of interethnic tension,” as much as “education for 
tolerance in relations between representatives of different cultures” (Azi-
mov & Shchukin 2009: 149, 2021: 179), is included in the goals of so-called 
“multicultural education.” Where multiculturalism tends to “consider dif-
ferent cultures as uniform data and not as products of cultural interac-
tions and variables” and to “simply recognize a plurality of monocultures, 
as if these were isolated universes, autonomous and closed structures,” an 
intercultural perspective “starts instead from the awareness that cultural 
identities are always the result of processes of exchanges, intertwining, 
comparisons, and contaminations between different cultures” (Pasqua-
lotto 2012: 5–6). In short, what would be prefigured here is the peaceful 
coexistence of different cultures (typical of a multicultural approach) and 
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not a dynamic and flexible interaction between cultures (typical of an 
intercultural approach).141

In essence, even though the goals set for the development of ICC by 
Russian-speaking RFL scholars are embraceable, they are paradoxically 
‘betrayed’ by conceptions of culture that are still too anchored in nation-
alist and essentialist paradigms.

The prevailing conception of ICC found in the reviewed Russian-lan-
guage research has significant pedagogical implications.

First, the RFL teaching model advocated in these studies reflects an 
ambiguous and limited understanding of culture and ICC, which is close-
ly tied to the national context. For example, Vasilyuk (2010: 25) argues 
that RFL students should be exposed to “the typical phenomena of Rus-
sia’s socio-economic, cultural, and scientific life, as well as to the values 
associated with the lifestyle of the Russian people.”

This approach to IE in RFL contradicts IE international literature, as 
well as the supranational guidelines and reference frameworks put forth 
by the CoE and UNESCO, which—as we know—advocate for consider-
ation of culture and identity as multifaceted and complex phenomena 
(see Section 1.1.1).

Second, teaching Russian within an unproblematized, fixed, and es-
sentialized view of culture and identity results in students’ identities be-
ing reduced to their national affiliation, excluding their active and sub-
jective engagement with multiple cultures and identities. This approach 
hinders the development of critical thinking in response to representa-
tions of other cultures.

In other words, this appears not to be a student-centered model, in 
which the student is an active protagonist of his/her own learning and is 
“getting involved with the information presented, really thinking about 
it” (King 1993: 31) instead of just passively receiving it, but rather a teach-
er-centered model,142 in which the whole process of learning revolves 
around the teacher—“the one who has the knowledge” and transmits it to 
the students (30); the student, instead, is simply seen as an empty vessel 
to be filled with Russian national (timeless and essentialized) culture. To 
quote Masyuk and Suvorova (2013: 177, 179), an RFL teacher is the one 
who initiates foreign learners into “Russian national-cultural traditions,” 
bringing them into “the study of the world of native speakers, their cul-

141 For the difference between the two approaches, see Subchapter 1.1.
142 For the distinction between student-centered and teacher-centered models (i.e., mod-
els implying, respectively, an active or passive involvement of learners), see Markina & 
Garcia Mollá (2022).
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ture, lifestyle, character, and national mentality.” The role of student is, 
therefore, configured as a passive one, since (s)he “immerses him/herself 
in the new linguistic environment and begins to acquire a new worl-
dview” (Varichenko 2015: 201). In essence, teaching/learning RFL turns 
into a passive process of transmitting/receiving linguistic-cultural con-
tent. As Passov and Kuzovleva (2010: 21) write, “education as a process is 
a transmission [peredacha] on the part of the teacher and an appropria-
tion of culture [prisvoyeniye kul’tury] on the part of the learner.”

As a result, in this context, alternative ways of talking, thinking, or 
representing ICC in RFL are indeed necessary but equally difficult to pro-
pose.

2.3 Conclusion

In this second chapter, we have reviewed the RFL literature on IE, 
highlighting how the conceptions of IC and ICC fit into national and 
cultural essentialist discourses originating from linguo-country and lin-
guocultural studies. All this results in a view of the Russian language as 
a reflection of the national character and mentality of the Russian people 
conceived idealistically and romantically as homogeneous and unitary 
(e.g., the myth of the “Russian soul”), that is, denying, on the one hand, 
individual variations and differentiations and, on the other hand, the Rus-
sophone (non-ethnic, transnational) dimension.

Therefore, what is being fostered by RFL scholars is a monolithic, 
essentialized, and poorly problematized idea of culture linked to national 
affiliation, as well as an uncritical and even stereotyped understanding of 
intercultural dialogue, based on tolerance and learners’ passivity rather 
than on a real, dynamic intercultural interaction. Such a theoretical per-
spective actually prevents the implementation of an effective intercultur-
al approach in the RFL field.

In the next chapter, we will prove that the national and cultural es-
sentialist discourses that dominate the treatment of IE in academic RFL 
are in fact also prevalent in RFL textbooks.

Later we will see that, in addition to the criticalities regarding the 
academic treatment of IE in the RFL area, RFL presents—along with the 
identifiable strengths—some criticalities also in teaching practice itself 
(Chapter 4). Possible solutions to improve the teaching of RFL from an 
intercultural perspective by breaking out of such ideological, monolithic, 
and unproblematized logics will be suggested in Chapter 5.





3. Critical Issues in RFL Textbooks

Having analyzed the critical aspects of RFL literature on IE (Chapter 
2), in the third chapter, we will examine a second type of critical issues in 
RFL intercultural teaching: those related to the treatment of cultural and 
intercultural dimensions in RFL textbooks.

In particular, the concept of intercultural RFL textbooks will be intro-
duced (Subchapter 3.1) and the notion of culture problematized in such 
textbooks (Subchapter 3.2) with references to previously discussed topics 
(see Sections 1.1.1 and 1.3.2, and Subchapter 2.2). We will see how a na-
tional and essentialized representation of Russian reality and intercultur-
al dialogue, sometimes even based on stereotypes (e.g., “Russian soul”) 
is favored (again) in RFL textbooks. This will be made possible thanks to 
the combination of CDA and content analysis methods (Subchapter 3.3) 
to consider a specific case study, consisting of RFL textbooks used in Italy 
(Subchapter 3.4).

3.1 The RFL Textbook and Its Intercultural Aspects

As we already know from Section 1.3.2, we define an RFL textbook, 
after all the methodological literature, as “the main means of teaching,” 
which serves as “a guide in the work of the teacher and the learners” 
and which implements “the concept of teaching method” (Azimov & 
Shchukin 2021: 369) in the field of RFL. Given that the language textbook 
presents goals, content, methods, and means of teaching, researchers 
have suggested that it should be considered an “adapter-adaptive sys-
tem”, or adaptivno-adaptiruyushchaya sistema (Bim 1977: 267) consisting 
of interconnected elements and reflecting the state of learning theory 
and practice in a particular historical period (Berdichevskiy & Golubeva 
2015: 20). In this respect, the modern RFL textbook, based on Berdichevs-
kiy’s model (see Section 1.3.2), is generally defined as an “intercultural” 
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textbook (Berdichevskiy & Golubeva 2015: 14). It is built on the principle 
of IE, which aims to form learners’ ICC.143 In other words, a modern RFL 
intercultural textbook should seek to give learners opportunities for in-
tercultural dialogue.144

The main component of a modern RFL intercultural textbook is the 
integration of the culture of the country of the studied language into the 
theory and practice of RFL teaching, as in Passov’s (2000b: 33) formula 
of “culture through language, language through culture.”145 In this regard, 
there is a generally accepted opinion, due to essentialist views of culture 
prevalent in the RFL sphere (see Chapter 2), that an intercultural text-
book is the embodiment of the cultural features of ‘the Russian people’ 
and its image in the world (Miloslavskaya 2008). In other words, what is 
required of today’s RFL textbook is that it should allow learners “to get 
to know the mentality of the people of a given country” or that it should 
become “a representative and retranslator of that particular culture” (Ber-
dichevskiy & Golubeva 2015: 51).

Summarizing the above, it can be argued that because the essence of 
IE in RFL classes is to teach how to master ICC and to foster the intercul-
tural dialogue with Russian-speaking people, and because familiarization 
with a FL and culture comes mainly through a textbook (as we have seen 
above), according to the methodological literature, the RFL textbook is 
supposedly not only a means of knowledge but also a ‘mirror’ of Russian 
culture. However, it is worth asking ourselves the question: What type of 
Russian culture does it mirror?

The issue posed by culture in the field of RFL, previously addressed in 
Chapters 1 and 2 with regard to research and socially shared discourses, 
will be explored further in the next section with special attention to its 
reflection on didactic theories as well as concrete teaching materials, that 
is, textbooks.

3.2 The Cultural Issue in RFL: From Theories to Textbooks

Without cultures (native and foreign) and dialogues among them, IE 
in RFL cannot exist. Berdichevskiy and Golubeva (2015: 48) distinguished 

143 For the definition of ICC and the discussion on this concept within the RFL area, see 
Sections 1.1.1 and 1.3.1, and Chapter 2.
144 On this concept, see Section 1.1.1.
145 For more on this formula, already discussed in Chapter 1, refer to 1.3.1 and footnotes 
no. 73 and 74.
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two main stages of mastering ICC: “awareness of the system of orien-
tation characteristic of native culture (self-awareness)” and “awareness 
of the importance of cultural factors in the process of communicative 
interaction (cross-cultural awareness)” with knowledge of the various 
components of culture, including “linguistic,” “pragmatic,” “historical,” 
“aesthetic,” “ethical,” “stereotypical,” and “reflexive” (68).146

However, despite the never-ending interest of RFL experts in intercul-
tural aspects, as evidenced by publications in the last decade (see, among 
others, Berdichevskiy et al. 2011; Berdichevskiy, Giniatullin & Tareva 
2020; Petrikova, Kuprina & Gallo 2015), the common view of culture in 
RFL—and, therefore, of intercultural dialogue and IE—is rather limited. 
We have seen in Chapter 2 that, as for the concept of culture itself, most 
RFL scholars define it, according to essentialist and static approaches, as a 
set of unchanging traditions passed down from one generation to another 
(see esp. Section 2.2.2).

The main consequence of such an attitude towards cultural topics is 
a certain fixed and monolithic idea of culture in the RFL area. For RFL 
experts, as will be recalled from Subchapter 2.2, culture is primarily a 
form of “national culture.” It is difficult to imagine a more unfortunate 
definition. In fact, when using the term “national,” scholars exclude all 
other cultures that express themselves through the Russian language but 
are not Russian, as is the case in the former Soviet republics, in diaspo-
ra and emigration contexts, or in bilingualism/multilingualism contexts, 
such as the Russian language spoken in Belarus or Lithuania, which we 
have previously discussed.

In the RFL field, we have overcome such a narrow conception of cul-
ture now established by learning/teaching RFL, by which we have meant 
learning/teaching (besides the Russian language) Russian, as well as Rus-
sophone cultures (see Section 1.1.1).

It is worth briefly recapitulating here the non-essentialist definition 
of culture that we rely on in the present study, which is fundamental 
to understanding the textbook analysis covered in this chapter. As the 
reader may recall from Section 1.1.1, we describe the concept of culture 
in accordance with the guidelines and policies of UNESCO and CoE, that 
is, we refer to culture as a set of spiritual, material, intellectual, and emo-
tional characteristics of a society or social group (UNESCO 2001) from a 
non-essentialist and constructivist perspective.

146 See also the intercultural textbook model by Berdichevskiy discussed in Section 1.3.2, 
which was based on these same components.
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In our understanding, cultures (Russian and Russophone) change in 
time and space, they develop and transform themselves, and may meet 
and/or collide due to their dynamic nature. Cultures themselves are not 
internally homogeneous but “multiple” (UNESCO 2013: 10), along with 
the individuals who partake in them.

It follows, then, that the dynamicity, complexity, and multiplicity of 
cultural notions play an important role in the achievement of ICC in the 
RFL area, and conversely, there is no (or rather, should not be) room for 
cultural essentialist categories.

In the light of the above, we have proposed (see Section 1.1.1) to qual-
ify ICC as

the appropriate and effective management of interaction between 
(at least) one RFL learner and (at least) one Russian speaker belong-
ing to and participating in multiple cultures (for the Russian speak-
er, in one or more Russian and/or Russophone cultures), who are 
characterized by different or divergent affective, cognitive, and be-
havioral orientation to the world, as well as by their own spec-
ificities, individualities, and multiple identities, and are able to 
1) show a critical understanding of their own and other cultures, and 
2) mediate between their own and Russian and Russophone cultures 
in order to respond appropriately and effectively to the demands, chal-
lenges, and opportunities presented by intercultural situations (inside 
and outside the RFL classroom).

Let us now add some further considerations on how ICC can be de-
veloped in practice and, consequently, on what principles modern RFL 
textbooks should be based (see infra) in order to effectively foster stu-
dents’ ICC.

ICC can be achieved “through education and life experiences” (UN-
ESCO 2013: 38). The implication, then, is that formative opportunities in 
the RFL class must be ensured to make the learner develop his/her ICC 
within the vision of culture that we have outlined. The tools for devel-
oping ICC, which enable the foundation for intercultural dialogue, are 
knowledge of others’ cultures (which it is natural to link to the objectives 
of an RFL lesson) and knowledge of one’s own culture(s) (see also Section 
1.1.2). This “self-reflection” (26) is central and hints at the “knowledge and 
critical understanding of one’s own cultural affiliations” (CoE 2018a: 52) 
as well as “knowledge and understanding of the assumptions and precon-
ceptions which underlie one’s perspective on the world” (53).
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In essence, ICC is developed and intercultural dialogue takes place in 
the presence of a “knowledge and critical understanding of culture and 
cultures,” which includes:

1. Knowledge and understanding of how people’s cultural affiliations 
shape their world views, preconceptions, perceptions, beliefs, val-
ues, behaviours and interactions with others.

2. Knowledge and understanding that all cultural groups are internal-
ly variable and heterogeneous, do not have fixed inherent charac-
teristics, contain individuals who contest and challenge traditional 
cultural meanings, and are constantly evolving and changing. (55)

The strengthening of learners’ knowledge and awareness of other’s 
and one’s own cultures, involving the understanding of cultures’ variabil-
ity and heterogeneity, requires a new conception of the RFL intercultural 
textbook, different from the RFL textbook theory established by exist-
ing literature (see Section 1.3.2), which should be based on the following 
principles:

• Principle 1. A modern RFL intercultural textbook should give cul-
tural topics the space they deserve, either reserving specific sec-
tions/parts for them within the textbook, or treating them within 
the units of the textbook (e.g., in texts, exercises, and activities).

• Principle 2. A modern RFL intercultural textbook should prefera-
bly provide explicit treatment of cultural aspects: that is, cultural 
information should not be expressed as a subtext, implicit and 
undisclosed (without specific materials and activities), but should 
be addressed overtly, with specific intercultural exercises and ac-
tivities, which can come in the form of “paper-and-pencil assign-
ment[s]” on cultural topics or entail more dynamic techniques, 
such as “group discussion” (Landis, J. Bennett & M. Bennett 2004: 
64), “shared experiences, conversations, and storytelling147” (UN-
ESCO 2013: 17) fostering intercultural dialogue (see also Section 
1.1.2 and Chapters 4 and 5).

• Principle 3. A modern RFL intercultural textbook should repre-
sent in equal ways both Russian and Russophone cultures. For 
example, this could be done by providing literary texts written 
not only by Russian national writers but also by Russophone 
transnational ones (see Torresin 2022a: 280–281).

147 On this teaching technique, see also Section 1.1.2 and Chapter 5.
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• Principle 4. A modern RFL intercultural textbook should offer 
various cultural topics of the Russian and Russophone sphere, 
for instance, from literature to art, history to science, geography 
to sports, without forgetting the contemporary Russian-speaking 
world (281–283).

• Principle 5. A modern RFL intercultural textbook should make 
learners understand that Russian and Russophone cultures, as 
well as learners’ own cultures, are a historically and socially de-
termined, internally complex, multiple, and fluid “human con-
struction” (UNESCO 2013: 26). Therefore, from the perspective of 
FL education, no essentialist views of culture, such as the myth of 
the “Russian soul,”148 are acceptable.

• Principle 6. A modern RFL intercultural textbook should provide 
learners opportunities to learn about Russian and Russophone 
cultures (target cultures) as well as about their own cultures, 
drawing from the above non-essentialist and constructivist theo-
retical foundations of the idea of culture.

• Principle 7. A modern RFL intercultural textbook should enable 
learners who have achieved knowledge and awareness of Russian 
and Russophone cultures and their own cultures, to put into prac-
tice the intercultural dialogue, whose precondition is the meet-
ing and exchange of all the cultures involved through dynamic 
comparison and sharing of cultures within specific intercultural 
exercises and activities.

To sum up, what an intercultural RFL textbook should do today is 
first to bring the attention of learners to the dynamism, complexity, and 
multiplicity of the concept of culture (Russian and Russophone), to help 
them to know better Russian and Russophone cultures as well as their 
own cultures, to make them compare their own cultures with Russian 
and Russophone cultures, and to pave the way for intercultural dialogue 
between these cultures. This can be done through intercultural exercises 
and activities. Such work on ICC should be conducted from the above 
non-essentialist and constructivist theoretical foundations of the idea of 
culture (see also Sections 1.1.1 and 1.1.2).

Building on these new principles for the RFL intercultural textbook 
theory, grounded in the dynamic, complex, and non-essentialist concept 
of culture and IE described above, in the next section, we will try to an-
alyze, interpret, and evaluate some modern intercultural RFL textbooks 

148 See Section 2.2.4.
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used in Italy, where the theoretical problem of culture highlighted is en-
countered in practical terms.

3.3 Content Analysis (CA)

For the analysis of a sample of RFL textbooks from the perspective of 
IE (see Subchapter 3.4), the CDA method already employed in the analy-
sis of RFL literature on IE in Chapter 2 was integrated with the “content 
analysis” (CA) method (Berelson 1952; Holsti 1969; Krippendorff 2004; 
Neuendorf 2002; Riffe et al. 2019), which has been adopted in a wide range 
of scientific fields, from communication to journalism, from sociology to 
psychology and business. CA, as Riffe et al. (2019: 23) clarify, involves a 
“systematic and replicable” analysis of messages. In other words, this is a 
“technique for making inferences by objectively and systematically iden-
tifying specified characteristics of messages” (Holsti 1969: 14).

The close connection between messages (or texts) and the context in 
which they are produced is a central point of this method, which Krip-
pendorff (2004: 18) defines as “a research technique for making replicable 
and valid inferences from texts (or other meaningful matter) to the con-
texts of their use.”

Although initially CA was labeled as “the objective, systematic and 
quantitative description of the manifest content of communication” (Ber-
elson 1952: 18), it has gradually broadened its scope of inquiry to embrace 
even the interpretation of less explicit textual data, qualitative contents, 
and underlying meanings. Stated another way, today CA takes the form 
of qualitative-quantitative analysis of the content of texts in order to 
identify or measure the various facts and trends reflected in them, taking 
into account the historical and social context in which they appeared (see 
Riffe et al. 2019: 22–23; Stone et al. 1966: 5; Weber 1990: 9).

For the purposes of our research, CA was applied from a comparative 
perspective (see Rössler 2012) that “attempts to reach conclusions beyond 
single cases and explains differences and similarities between objects of 
analysis and relations between objects against the backdrop of their con-
textual conditions” (Esser & Vliegenthart 2017: 2). In essence, the addi-
tion of a comparative component allows us to compare the textbooks 
under investigation, highlighting similarities and differences, and thus to 
generalize the CA method.

In what follows, the CDA and CA methods will be combined in the 
critical analysis of the chosen sample of RFL textbooks. In particular, the 
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RFL textbook, in the wake of CDA theories (see Subchapter 2.1), will be 
regarded as a text capable of acting as a mouthpiece for the dominant dis-
courses in the RFL system: the national and the cultural essentialist dis-
courses. On the other hand, the comparative CA method set forth above 
will grant a more detailed exploration of the contents of the textbooks as 
well as confirm the theoretical premises of the CDA previously conduct-
ed on RFL academic studies (see Chapter 2).

3.4 RFL Textbooks: A Critical Analysis (An Italian Case 
Study)

This subchapter will offer a critical analysis of the representation of 
culture and intercultural dialogue in RFL textbooks, with Italy as a case 
study. The study builds on IE theoretical framework (see Section 1.1.1) 
and textbook theory (see Section 1.3.2) and is based on the CDA and 
CA research methods previously described (see Subchapters 2.1 and 3.3). 
Through CDA and CA both qualitative and quantitative data were col-
lected. Data were garnered from a specific sample (see below for more 
details), analyzed, and interpreted with the combined use of manual cod-
ing and special software for qualitative data analysis, QDA Miner Lite.

The research questions that guided this study are as follows:
1. How is Russian culture represented in the RFL textbooks under 

consideration?
2. What are the educational/pedagogical consequences of such rep-

resentation?
To answer these research questions, we examined how Russian cul-

ture is represented in popular RFL textbooks commonly used by first-
year students in Italian universities. This allowed us to unveil possible 
ideologies and biases in textbook creation, as well as to reflect on the 
problem of developing a theory of intercultural textbooks, with Italy as 
a case study.

The RFL textbooks for analysis were chosen through purposive sam-
pling, a non-probability sampling technique based on the judgment of 
the researcher, wherein “the sample is specifically selected intentional-
ly to gather the data necessary for the study” (Willes 2017: 1545). The 
sample consisted of six RFL textbooks, which—judging by the 2019/2020, 
2020/2021, 2021/2022, 2022/2023, and 2023/2024 syllabi published on uni-
versity websites—are currently the most common language textbooks 
for first-year students in Italian universities, assigned for practical RFL 
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classes (listed here in order of publication date, from oldest to newest): 
Russkiy yazyk dlya nachinayushchikh, Poyekhali, Molodets, Mir tesen, Da-
vayte, and Raz, dva, tri.149 Poyekhali is a widely adopted textbook, being 
generally used (to give some examples) in the Russian-1 course at the 
University of Bologna, at Ca’ Foscari University of Venice, at G. d’Annun-
zio University of Chieti-Pescara, and at the University of Naples L’Ori-
entale (RU-1 CS–Bologna 2022/2023; RU-1 CS–Chieti-Pescara 2022/2023; 
RU-1 CS–Naples 2021/2022; RU-1 CS–Venice 2022/2023). Even higher 
popularity is enjoyed by Davayte, which is employed, among others, at 
the University of Milan, the University of Turin, the University of Pad-
ua, the University of Florence, the University of Siena, the University of 
Perugia, the University of Salento, and the University of Palermo (RU-1 
CS–Florence 2022/2023; RU-1 CS–Milan 2022/2023, 2023/2024; RU-1 CS–
Padua 2021/2022, 2022/2023; RU-1 CS–Palermo 2023/2024; RU-1 CS–Pe-
rugia 2019/2020; RU-1 CS–Salento 2023/2024; RU-1 CS–Siena 2022/2023a; 
RU-1 CS–Turin 2021/2022). Mir tesen is assigned to language students, 
for example, at the University of Siena as well as at the G. d’Annun-
zio University of Chieti-Pescara, at the University of Macerata, and at 
the University of Bologna (RU-1 CS–Bologna 2023/2024; RU-1 CS–Chi-
eti-Pescara 2021/2022; RU-1 CS–Macerata 2021/2022; RU-1 CS–Siena 
2020/2021, 2022/2023a). Raz, dva, tri is presently used by RFL students 
at the Catholic University of the Sacred Heart, the University of Modena 
and Reggio Emilia, the University of Macerata, the University of Genoa, 
and the University of Parma (RU-1 CS–Genoa 2020/2021, 2021/2022; RU-1 
CS–Macerata 2019/2020; RU-1 CS–Milan/Catholic 2019/2020, 2021/2022, 
2023/2024; RU-1 CS–Modena-Reggio Emilia 2022/2023, 2023/2024; RU-1 
CS–Parma 2023/2024). Molodets has been frequently adopted by the Uni-
versity of Bari Aldo Moro, the University of Parma, the Catholic Uni-
versity of the Sacred Heart, and the University of Genoa (RU-1 CS–Bari 
2019/2020, 2021/2022, 2022/2023, 2023/2024; RU-1 CS–Genoa 2021/2022; 
RU-1 CS–Milan/Catholic 2021/2022; RU-1 CS–Parma 2023/2024). Finally, 
Russkiy yazyk dlya nachinayushchikh has traditionally been employed 
by the University of Siena and the University of Genoa (RU-1 CS–Genoa 
2020/2021, 2021/2022; RU-1 CS–Siena 2019/2020, 2021/2022, 2022/2023b, 

149 For the sake of fairness in identifying primary sources, which often have double titles 
(Russian and Italian), it has been decided here to indicate the textbooks by their translit-
erated Russian title only. Refer to Tab. 1 and to the Bibliography for complete titles and 
their English translations.



118 Critical Issues in RFL Textbooks

2023/2024), but also—like the previous textbooks—by various schools of 
translation and interpretation offering degree programs throughout Italy.

The data above indicate that these textbooks are used by many Italian 
universities in first-year RFL courses, which is why they were included 
in our sample.

The details of the analyzed textbooks are reported in Tab. 1.
Tab. 1

Analyzed RFL Textbooks

1. Russkiy yazyk dlya 
nachinayushchikh  

[A1–A2]
Ovsienko, Ju. G. (2002). 

Il russo. Corso base 
[Russian: A Basic 

Course]. Rome: Il Punto 
Editoriale (Italian version 

of Yu. G. Ovsiyenko, 
Russkiy yazyk dlya 
nachinayushchikh. 

Moscow: Russkiy yazyk. 
Kursy 1995).

2. Poyekhali, vols. 1; 
1.1, 1.2 [A1–A2]

Old edition: Chernyshov, 
S. I. (2009). Poyekhali! 

[Let’s Go!]. St. 
Petersburg: Zlatoust. 

Vol. 1.
New edition: 

Chernyshov, S. & 
Chernyshova, A. (2019). 
Poyekhali! [Let’s Go!]. 

St. Petersburg: Zlatoust. 
Vols. 1.1, 1.2.

3. Molodets, vol. 1 [A1]
Langran, J., Vešnieva, 

N. & Magnati, D. (2011). 
Molodec! Parliamo 

russo [Well Done! Let’s 
Speak Russian]. Milan: 
Hoepli. Vol. 1 (Italian 

version of J. Langran & 
N. Veshnyeva, Ruslan 
Russian. Birmingham: 

Ruslan Limited 2008. Vol. 
1).

4. Mir tesen [A1–B1(+)]
Old edition: Bonciani, 
D., Romagnoli, R. & 

Smykunova, N. V. (2016). 
Mir tesen. Fondamenti di 
cultura russa [It’s a Small 
World: Basics of Russian 
Culture]. Milan: Hoepli.

New edition: Bonciani, D. 
& Romagnoli, R. (2023). 
Mir tesen. Fondamenti 

di cultura, storia e 
letteratura russa [It’s a 
Small World: Basics of 

Russian Culture, History, 
and Literature] (2nd ed.). 

Milan: Hoepli.

5. Davayte, vols. 1, 2 
[A1–A2]

Magnati, D. & Legittimo, 
F. (2017). Davajte! 

Comunicare in russo 
[Let’s Communicate in 
Russian]. Milan: Hoepli. 

Vols. 1, 2.

6. Raz, dva, tri, vol. 1 
[A1–A2]

Shibarova, A. & Yarin, 
A. (2019). Raz, dva, tri! 
Corso di lingua russa 
[One, Two, Three! A 
Russian Language 

Course]. Milan: Hoepli. 
Vol. 1 (Italian version 
of A. Shibarova & A. 

Yarin, Davay pogovorim. 
Russisch für Anfänger 
und Fortgeschrittene. 

Stuttgart: Schmetterling 
2018).

Research Sample
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Notably, the textbooks were written by Russian/Russophone and 
non-Russian/Russophone authors. In particular, for the original textbooks 
that are oriented toward Italian-speaking learners, the authors are gener-
ally mixed—Italian and Russian/Russophone (Mir tesen, old edition)—, or 
only Italian (Mir tesen, new edition; Davayte).150 In the remaining cases, 
less often are the authors mixed (Molodets) and more frequently native 
Russian speakers (Russkiy yazyk dlya nachinayushchikh, Poyekhali, and 
Raz, dva, tri).

Additionally, it should be borne in mind that three textbooks are 
adapted versions of corresponding RFL textbooks, translated into Italian 
(Russkiy yazyk dlya nachinayushchikh, Molodets, and Raz, dva, tri).

Furthermore, almost all the textbooks are built on a communicative 
approach.151 The only exception is the oldest one, Russkiy yazyk dlya na-
chinayushchikh, which is grounded on the conscious-comparative meth-
od.152

A special note should be made on target audience of the textbooks. 
First, Davayte is a textbook originally meant for a school setting, but is 
now generally used also in the university. The reference to a dual target 
audience (school and university) together is also typical of Russkiy ya-
zyk dlya nachinayushchikh and of the new edition of Mir tesen as well, 
whereas the other textbooks are intended for a general audience of young 
adults or expressly for university students (Poyekhali).

As for Mir tesen, this textbook is designed for Italian-speaking learn-
ers from the A1 to B1 level (old edition) and from the A1 to B1+ level (new 
edition). We will focus especially on the A1–A2 levels, but also on some 
parts of the B1(B1+) level, which are important for understanding Mir 
tesen’s cultural orientation.

Finally, in cases when the old editions of textbooks were no longer 
adopted by teachers because they were replaced by new editions (as in 
the case of Poyekhali; see Chernyshov 2009), or when brand new editions 
were adopted even before publishing (contextually with the compilation 

150 To be more precise, we must note that, in the following volumes of Davayte (not ana-
lyzed here), the collective of authors is mixed (Italian and Russian/Russophone).
151 See footnote no. 32.
152 The “conscious-comparative method” (soznatel’no-sopostavitel’nyy metod) is a pro-
to-communicative method that originated in RFL during the 1930s–50s based on the work 
of Lev Shcherba and Sergey Bernshteyn. The main methodological requirements of this 
method consisted in the conscious assimilation of linguistic phenomena by learners in 
the process of communication, as well as in the comparative study of target and native 
languages (for more details, refer to Shchukin 2017b: 67–76).
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of syllabi) but de facto had not yet entered massively into the course syl-
labi (as in the case of Mir tesen; see Bonciani & Romagnoli 2023), these 
were also analyzed along with the other ones to ensure completeness of 
the information.

For the comparative CA and CDA of the selected sample of RFL text-
books, the parameter “cultural content of the textbook” was used. The 
evaluation of each textbook was guided by seven questions, drawing 
from the dynamic, complex, and non-essentialist concept of culture illus-
trated in Section 1.1.1 and from the principles for a modern intercultural 
textbook explained in Subchapter 3.2:

1. Where is culture represented in the textbook (in a separate section 
and/or texts, exercises, activities, and/or others)? (Principle 1)

2. How is culture presented in the textbook, explicitly (in an overt 
manner and with specific materials, exercises, and activities) or 
implicitly (cultural information is expressed as a subtext, implicit 
and undisclosed, without specific materials, exercises, and activ-
ities)? (Principle 2)

3. What culture(s) is/are represented in the textbook—Russian 
and/or Russophone (according to the definitions and theoretical 
framework we provided in Section 1.1.1 and recalled in Subchap-
ter 3.2)? (Principle 3)

4. What aspects/themes of culture(s) are presented in the textbook? 
(Principle 4)

5. What concept of culture underlies the cultural representations 
offered by the textbook? To what extent does the textbook recog-
nize the complexity of the concept of culture (which changes over 
time and internally diversifies [according to the non-essentialist 
viewpoint discussed in Section 1.1.1]), outside essentialist views 
of culture, such as the myth of the “Russian soul”? (Principle 5)

6. To what extent does the textbook enable learners to learn about 
the culture(s) of the target language, as well as about their own 
cultures (e.g., through suggested readings and activities)? (Prin-
ciple 6)

7. To what extent does the textbook provide an opportunity for a 
dialogue between cultures? (Principle 7)

The above questions were answered based on the theoretical frame-
work outlined in Section 1.1.1 and Subchapter 3.2, with particular atten-
tion to the concepts of culture, Russian culture, and Russophone culture, 
as well as to the principles established for a modern RFL intercultural 
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textbook. In other words, on the one hand we aimed to see the extent to 
which cultural representations in the RFL textbooks examined were com-
plex, dynamic, and realistic and not essentialized, static, and stereotyped. 
On the other hand, we intended to understand the extent to which these 
textbooks allowed space for a dialogue between cultures which takes 
complexity into account (i.e., they give the place for cultures to confront 
one another in an environment of exchange and sharing, and are not the 
resonance forum of closed and isolated cultures that leave no room for 
intercultural dialogue).

Data were collected, analyzed, and interpreted with the combined use 
of manual coding and qualitative data analysis software, QDA Miner Lite, 
which allowed for greater control over the data management itself and a 
faster research process.

The results of the textbook analysis, which will be discussed in the 
remainder of the chapter, revealed that, with regard to the principles for 
a modern RFL intercultural textbook outlined in Subchapter 3.2, the de-
gree of cultural representation of these textbooks is generally poor, inad-
equate, and/or improvable in many respects. In particular, not all the text-
books reserve special sections to cultural topics and treat them explicitly 
(Section 3.4.1). Additionally, many of them offer a traditional, antiquated, 
and essentialist viewpoint on the culture of Russia (Section 3.4.2). Finally, 
none of them guarantee the possibility of intercultural dialogue between 
Russian and Russophone cultures, on the one hand, and the background 
cultures of Italian-speaking students, on the other (Section 3.4.3).

All this will direct us to a more general reflection on the (positive/
negative) role played by textbooks in shaping RFL teaching/learning pro-
cesses (Section 3.4.4). The picture thus drawn will be the starting point 
for some operational suggestions to improve RFL intercultural teaching 
(Chapters 4 and 5).

3.4.1 Spaces and Modalities of Cultural Representations

In this section, we present the results of the CDA and CA of the se-
lected sample of RFL textbooks with reference to questions 1–2 for text-
book analysis.

1. Where is culture represented in the textbook (in a separate 
section and/or texts, exercises, activities, and/or others)? 
(Principle 1)
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• Russkiy yazyk dlya nachinayushchikh
The textbook does not contain sections devoted to culture. How-
ever, some cultural facts can be learned from the readings offered 
(for further information see the answer to Question 2).

• Poyekhali
The textbook does not contain sections devoted to culture, nor is 
culture represented in other parts of the textbook.

• Molodets
Molodets does not offer a special section on culture. However, cul-
tural topics can be found in the “Information” (after the dialogues 
of each lesson) and “Texts, Songs, and Poems” sections. Transla-
tions or short explanations of cultural concepts are also provided 
in some dialogues and exercises (see, e.g., the box with the Italian 
translation of the word banya in Langran, Vešnieva & Magnati 
2011: 169, exercise 10).

• Mir tesen
In the textbook, culture is presented both in the texts and in the 
corresponding exercises. All lessons are built around specific cul-
tural themes (e.g., education in Russia; music, theater, and ballet; 
and Russian holidays), which are also the objects of specific ex-
ercises.
As the authors themselves announced in the Preface of the old 
edition, Mir tesen is designed for the learning of Russian culture 
and the development of learners’ ICC (Bonciani, Romagnoli & 
Smykunova 2016: VII). This is also allowed by the special section 
“We Are Different, but We Are Similar” at the end of each lesson, 
thus fostering intercultural dialogue. Mir tesen even has a specific 
section about curiosities of Russian culture called “This Is Inter-
esting.”
Moreover, to conform more closely to the RFL curriculum for Ital-
ian schools, three new sections are specifically devoted to history, 
literature, and civic education, respectively, in the new edition. 
Most of the pretextual (the “Getting Ready to Work” section) and 
post-textual (the “Check Yourself” section) activities aim to devel-
op learners’ ICC. Furthermore, Mir tesen offers additional work 
with cultural texts and topics in the section “If You Want to Know
More.” Further cultural information is provided by the section 
“Remember!” The textbook also contains appendices devoted, for 
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example, to Russian dishes and (in the new edition) to Russian/
Russophone literature.

• Davayte
Culture is presented in the special section “Our Culture,” as well 
as in texts and mock tests for the TEU (A1) and TBU (A2) certifica-
tion exams. However, there are no specific cultural assignments.

• Raz, dva, tri
Raz, dva, tri does not contain any special cultural sections. Nev-
ertheless, partial cultural elements can be found in the story of 
the protagonist Russian family more generally. Indeed, as Bonola 
and Calusio (2019) write in the Foreword to the Italian edition 
analyzed here, “the protagonists of the textbook are the members 
of a present-day Russian family, whose habits and sociocultural 
characteristics they reproduce. Thus, from one lesson to the next, 
news about contemporary Russian life is also conveyed ...”

2. How is culture presented in the textbook, explicitly (in an 
overt manner and with specific materials, exercises, and 
activities) or implicitly (cultural information is expressed 
as a subtext, implicit and undisclosed, without specific ma-
terials, exercises, and activities)? (Principle 2)

• Russkiy yazyk dlya nachinayushchikh
Culture is partly explicitly and partly implicitly represented in 
the textbook. In fact, Russkiy yazyk dlya nachinayushchikh con-
tains annotations on the history, geography, and other cultural 
aspects of Russia related to the input texts and dialogues that 
open each unit, as well as to the readings (accompanied by prov-
erbs, idioms, excerpts from poems and songs) that constitute the 
supplementary material for self-study at the close of these same 
units. Nevertheless, these are mostly explanations of an informa-
tive nature, with no further elaboration (see, e.g., the note on pat-
ronymics and that on the Russian evaluation system in Ovsienko 
2002: 45, 261). Only in some cases is the initial information infer-
able from the notes enriched by readings on the same topic, pre-
sented, however, unsystematically and at quite a distance from 
the first inputs (see, e.g., the biographical notes on Pushkin and 
Anton Chekhov on p. 114 and respective insights on pp. 257–259 
and 332–334). Moreover, the images in the textbook (see, e.g., the 
photo of the Pushkinskiy Cinema on p. 86) are mainly ornamen-
tal and not so many intercultural activities are offered.
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• Poyekhali
Culture is implicitly presented in the textbook. As the author 
himself admits in the Preface to the old edition, “The grammar 
exercises contain ‘hints’ to various historical events, cultural pe-
culiarities, situations of daily life, etc.” (Chernyshov 2009: 6). The 
old version of the textbook does not offer any realia153 or authen-
tic pictures.154 In this respect, the new edition has been greatly 
improved by the introduction of authentic pictures and images.

• Molodets
Culture is sometimes explicitly, but more often implicitly, pre-
sented in the textbook. In particular, the “Exercises” section in-
troduces numerous realia in the form of authentic photos (see, 
e.g., Langran, Vešnieva & Magnati 2011: 157, exercise 6: Russian 
passport and vodka), but it does not provide any cultural explana-
tions, inputs, or activities to establish intercultural comparisons. 
Even in the aforementioned section called “Texts, Songs, and Po-
ems,” the suggested supplementary materials (adapted and origi-
nal texts, songs, and poems) are not used to work on ICC.

• Mir tesen
Culture is explicitly presented in the textbook. Notably, accord-
ing to the communicative approach, the development of learners’ 
communicative skills and abilities is closely related to the cultural 
content of the lessons within each lesson’s index. Thus, cultural 
topics are completely integrated into the learning process.
In general, all suggested readings aim to stimulate students’ moti-
vation and help them develop ICC. Mir tesen also contains exercis-
es specifically designed to acquire textual competence, especially 
related to translation (e.g., exercise 25 in Bonciani, Romagnoli & 
Smykunova 2016: 92, corresponding to exercise 31 in Bonciani & 
Romagnoli 2023: 64), but in the end, these activities also benefit 
students’ ICC. Furthermore, the section on the curiosities of Rus-
sian culture called “This Is Interesting” and the section “If You 

153 The term “realia,” derived from medieval Latin with the meaning ‘the real things’ and 
introduced into the Russian language in the 1950s in the form realiya, denotes objects, 
concepts, or phenomena characteristic of the culture of a given civilization (Nelyubin 
2016; Rossel’s 1971; Rozental’ & Telenkova 1985; Vlakhov & Florin 1980), which often con-
stitute a challenge for translators (on this topic, see also Chapter 4). Here, in light of our 
theoretical premises (see Chapter 1), by realia we mean the words, expressions, and con-
ceptual representations of specific elements of Russian and Russophone cultural space.
154 We will return to the concept of “authentic material” in Chapter 4, Subchapter 4.2.
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Want to Know More” also provide implicit cultural content for 
students’ additional work (see, e.g., the anthem of the Russian 
Federation in Bonciani, Romagnoli & Smykunova 2016: 38).

• Davayte
Culture is explicitly presented in the textbook. Notably, the or-
ganization of the lessons in Davayte involves the integration of 
cultural topics with communicative knowledge and skills. Fur-
thermore, explicit cultural information is provided by the special 
section “Our Culture,” by texts and mock tests for the TEU and 
TBU certification exams, as well as by boxes with explanations 
in the grammar section (see, e.g., the explanation of marshrutka 
in Magnati & Legittimo 2017, vol. 1: 176). In addition, there is 
an implicit representation of culture made possible through the 
use of authentic/semi-authentic images and materials in texts and 
exercises without explicit explanations (e.g., the conference pro-
gram in exercise 20 on p. 140 or pictures of timetables in exercise 
8 on p. 146).

• Raz, dva, tri
Culture is implicitly presented in the textbook. There are a variety 
of cultural elements that are only mentioned and not explained, 
or of which just a translation into Italian or accompanying draw-
ing is offered at most (e.g., samovar, borshch and shchi soups, 
Baba-yaga, Anna Karenina, and Russian cheeses in Shibarova & 
Yarin 2019: 32, 33, 49, 71, 211). Moreover, the rhymes and poems 
contained in the “Just Like That” section at the end of each lesson 
are not contextualized, nor are specific materials or exercises of-
fered for their analysis from a cultural perspective.

3.4.2 Types and Concepts of Culture

This section is devoted to presenting the results of the textbook anal-
ysis with regards to questions 3–5.

3. What culture(s) is/are represented in the textbook—Rus-
sian and/or Russophone? (Principle 3)

• Russkiy yazyk dlya nachinayushchikh, Poyekhali, Molodets, Mir 
tesen, Davayte, and Raz, dva, tri
Both Russian and Russophone cultures are represented in all text-
books. However, only in two of them (Davayte and Mir tesen) has 
proper space been given to Russophone culture. It is enough to 
think, for example, of the attention paid in Davayte to the variet-
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ies of appearances among Russophone people or to the treatment 
of the topic of the different nationalities of Russia in Mir tesen 
(see Bonciani & Romagnoli 2023: 234–235; Magnati & Legittimo 
2017, vol. 1: 129–130). Whereas, the other textbooks mainly pres-
ent Russian culture. For example, in Poyekhali, along with inter-
national celebrities, only Russian celebrities are named, while in 
Molodets, the classical Russian writer Pushkin is the only literary 
input provided (see Lesson 38 and Lesson 39, exercise 6 in Cher-
nyshov & Chernyshova 2019, vol. 1.2: 52–53, 57; Langran, Vešnie-
va & Magnati 2011: 60). Also in Raz, dva, tri it is the Russian 
component—along with references to general and international 
culture—that dominates, starting for example with the textbook’s 
main characters, such as children Vasya and Masha and their cat 
Murka, who have very popular Russian names. As for Russkiy 
yazyk dlya nachinayushchikh, not counting a few sporadic ref-
erences to the Russophone world in the readings (see, e.g., the 
texts devoted to the languages of the peoples of Northern Rus-
sia and to Siberia, as well as the reading from the Kyrgyz writer 
Chingiz Aytmatov in Ovsienko 2002: 286–287, 348–349, 386–387), 
here, too, the Russian dimension comes out on top. For instance, 
as in Raz, dva, tri, the textbook’s protagonist family is a typical 
Russian family whose members have traditional Russian names: 
Oleg, Tanya, Ivan, and Nina.
Coming back to Davayte and Mir tesen, which—as we have seen—
are the only textbooks to stress the Russophone dimension as 
well, distinctions must be made, however. In fact, it should be 
noted that only in Davayte has Russophone culture been empha-
sized in line with a dynamic, complex, and non-essentialist idea 
of culture, since this textbook recognizes the varieties and great 
diversity of Russia and its citizens while dispelling myths and 
stereotypes (see for more details the answer to Question 5). What 
concerns Mir tesen, although the textbook promotes the intercul-
tural dialogue between Russian/Russophone and Italian cultures 
through constant comparison of these cultures (see for more de-
tails the answers to Questions 4 and 7), this intercultural dialogue 
is ultimately undermined by adherence to a stereotypical view of 
Russian and Russophone cultures, since it builds on the myth of 
the “Russian soul” (see for more details the answer to Question 5).
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4. What aspects/themes of culture(s) are presented in the 
textbook? (Principle 4)

• Russkiy yazyk dlya nachinayushchikh
Among the main cultural aspects addressed in the textbook are 
the following: history; geography; tourism and landmarks; fa-
mous writers, composers, and historical personalities of the Rus-
sian Federation; cinema and theater; school education; festivities; 
sports and free time.
However, the abovementioned aspects are generally only found 
in the readings: some are explained through notes, while others 
remain implicit (as we have seen). These annotations, if any, are 
purely didactic-informative in nature (see, e.g., the explanations 
about the Volga River or the actor Fёdor Volkov in Ovsienko 
2002: 162) and are not intended for cultural deepening or work 
on the learner’s ICC.
The cultural themes basically serve only as material for grammar 
exercises aimed at written or oral production. For example, in 
exercise 3 on p. 85, after reading and understanding two Russian 
proverbs on the topic of family, the student is asked to translate 
Italian proverbs about family into Russian. Or again, in exercise 2 
on p. 94, the learner must tell what Russian movies (s)he has seen. 
Cultural activities (see, e.g., exercises 3 and 1–2 in Ovsienko 2002: 
170, 192) are few, somewhat static, and unsystematic. Also, the 
potential (inter)cultural information conveyed by the accompany 
pictures is not didactically exploited.

• Poyekhali
The main cultural aspects presented in the textbook are geog-
raphy, tourism, history, Russian names, weather, famous writers 
and composers, historical personalities (in the new edition, also 
various cultural celebrities and politicians), theater and music 
(drama, ballet, opera, and musical instruments), military affairs 
(Kalashnikov), sports, television, food, holidays, superstitions, 
and cultural stereotypes.
Despite the author’s declaration of his attempts to depict “con-
temporary Russian life” (Chernyshov 2009: 7), in the old edition 
of the textbook, contemporary cultural themes are quite absent. 
They are present only in the new edition (e.g., progress, immigra-
tion/emigration, and investments).
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Given that an implicit representation of culture is maintained 
from the old to the new edition (see the answer to Question 2), 
most often, these aspects are just “hints” (by the aforementioned 
author’s own admission) that are only mentioned and/or used 
for grammar/conversation activities. For example, the personal 
data of Pushkin (Chernyshov & Chernyshova 2019, vol. 1.1: 52, 
exercise 5) are used to reinforce the grammar topic of possessive 
pronouns, without any mention of the biography and works of 
the poet. In another example, the weather theme (Chernyshov 
2009: 59, exercise 70) is only an excuse for conversation, with-
out any mention of the eleven time zones of Russia. Sometimes, 
the textbook also contains cultural images that are not explicit-
ly explained as well (e.g., drawbridges in St. Petersburg, whose 
pictures are shown on pp. 75 and 186, are not mentioned in the 
corresponding texts about the city).

• Molodets
The main cultural aspects touched upon in the textbook include 
the following: history, tourism and geography (especially cities 
and landmarks), city life (television, cinema, theater, and ballet), 
Soviet-era cars, speech etiquette, the system of names, celebrities 
(especially cultural and literary figures and politicians), military 
affairs (Kalashnikov), sports, national holidays, food, telephone 
numbers, famous graveyards, Russian time zones, houses, and 
musical instruments (including, among others, balalayka and 
bayan).
Similar to Poyekhali, in Molodets, the abovementioned aspects are 
generally not the object of (inter)cultural activities but are only 
mentioned in the textbook and/or used for grammar exercises. 
For example, let us take the topic of Russian literature. The read-
ing exercise 14z (Langran, Vešnieva & Magnati 2011: 138) builds 
around Lev Tolstoy’s novel Anna Karenina, but not a single word 
mentions the structure and themes of the novel itself within the 
entire textbook.
Furthermore, the authentic black and white pictures and pho-
tos featured in Molodets are only ornamental and do not convey 
any cultural information (as is the case with Poyekhali’s images, 
which we discussed earlier). Nevertheless, the textbook should 
be recognized for the great attention it has paid to geographical 
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descriptions of the Russian Federation, as well as the strong con-
nection to modernity (e.g., p. 228 mentions the Chechen War).

• Mir tesen
The main cultural aspects presented in the old edition of the 
textbook are as follows: the history and evolution of the Russian 
language; geography; education; great Russians and Italians; su-
perstitions; sports and leisure; music, theater, and ballet; media; 
holidays; food; literature; painting; history; society; economics; 
cinema; Russian national character; and greetings, wishes and 
toasts.
In the new edition, cultural themes are further expanded, with 
the deepening of old topics (e.g., mass media and social network) 
and the addition of new ones (e.g., science, technology, and ecol-
ogy), as well as with three specific sections devoted to history, 
literature, and civic education, in line with the Italian RFL school 
syllabus.
Mir tesen contains many cultural texts and culturally oriented 
exercises designed to develop students’ ICC (see, e.g., exercis-
es 7 and 12 in Bonciani, Romagnoli & Smykunova 2016: 5, 143; 
Bonciani & Romagnoli 2023: 32, 93). Additional cultural content 
and information are offered in the sections “If You Want to Know 
More” and “Remember!”
Finally, the textbook focuses on a comparison of the Russian/Rus-
sophone and Italian worlds. Therefore, in its pages, learners can 
find cultural topics of both cultures, from antiquity to the pres-
ent. For example, as far as Russian and Russophone cultures are 
concerned, the Russian printer Ivan Fëdorov is presented, along 
with the modern program Let’s Get Married! As for Italian culture, 
students learn about Italian architects working in Russia in the 
15th–18th centuries, as well as the popularity of the San Remo 
Festival in Russia (Bonciani, Romagnoli & Smykunova 2016: 16–
17, 32–34, 105, 109–110; Bonciani & Romagnoli 2023: 12–14, 39, 
76, 80–81).

• Davayte
Among the main cultural aspects addressed in the textbook are 
the following: Russian and Slavic languages; history and society; 
names (also in diminutive forms), patronymics, and surnames; 
leisure and free time; Siberia, Moscow, and St. Petersburg; Mos-
cow Metro; the great people of the Russian Federation; Russian 
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cuisine; Russian art and literature; appearance of the people of 
the Russian Federation; school; sports; banya; ballet; holidays; 
and the Russian-speaking world.
In addition to the presentation of these topics in the special “Our 
Culture” section and in the texts, there are also brief cultural ex-
planations (in special boxes) that illustrate the images presented 
(see, e.g., the explanation of Red Square in Magnati & Legittimo 
2017, vol. 1: 19, or the explanation of Soviet propaganda posters 
in Magnati & Legittimo 2017, vol. 2: 110).

• Raz, dva, tri
The main cultural aspects touched upon in the textbook include 
the following: geography, tourism, everyday life, city and coun-
try life, food, and leisure and free time.
However, similar to Poyekhali and Molodets, given the implic-
it representation of culture contained in Raz, dva, tri, cultural 
themes are only mentioned and/or used for vocabulary and gram-
mar consolidation (and not for working on ICC). For example, in 
exercise 4.3 from Lesson 4 (Shibarova & Yarin 2019: 125–126) the 
learner has to construct dialogues related to directions to well-
known Moscow places (Red Square, the Okhotnyy Ryad Metro, 
etc.), but no additional information is provided about these places 
other than a map in Russian. Or again, in Lesson 3, country life 
contrasted with city life is the subject of grammar and vocabu-
lary exercises (see esp. pp. 89–90, 96–97, 100, 102, 109–110), from 
which, however, no cue is drawn for a discussion of a cultural 
nature.

5. What concept of culture underlies the cultural represen-
tations offered by the textbook? To what extent does the 
textbook recognize the complexity of the concept of cul-
ture, outside essentialist views of culture, such as the myth 
of the “Russian soul”? (Principle 5)

• Russkiy yazyk dlya nachinayushchikh
It would be incorrect to say that the textbook fully fails to rec-
ognize the complexity of the concept of culture, as evidenced by 
the texts on the languages of the peoples of Northern Russia and 
on Siberia, as well as by the reading from Aytmatov previously 
mentioned (see the answer to Question 3). Nevertheless, because 
of the scant space given to Russophone culture, the cultural rep-
resentation included here is certainly incomplete and partial.
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Furthermore, Russkiy yazyk dlya nachinayushchikh succumbs to 
the myth of the “Russian soul,” traceable in the mention of Go-
gol’s words about Pushkin as the embodiment, precisely, of the 
“Russian soul” (see Ovsienko 2002: 257–258), as well as in the 
emphatic-nationalist tones of the readings on Russian writers, 
and the monolithic identification between individual and people 
(narod) (see, e.g., the exercise 2b on p. 276). In light of this, the 
view of culture proposed to the student by the textbook, despite 
the above elements of complexity, is, in fact, essentialized and 
stereotyped.

• Poyekhali
Poyekhali does not allow students to encounter the complexity of 
the concept of culture. On the contrary, the textbook often pres-
ents cultural stereotypes in grammar exercises intended as “prov-
ocations” (Chernyshov & Chernyshova 2019, vol. 1.1: 169, vol. 
1.2: 166) to encourage learners to actively engage in conversation 
(see, e.g., Chernyshov & Chernyshova 2019, vol. 1.2: 41, exercise 
5, sentences Men like to watch soccer and Women don’t like to hear 
compliments, to name a few). However, such provocations end up 
presenting stereotypical images of cultural traits as essential and 
unchangeable (see, e.g., p. 138, exercise 5, questions What clothes 
do the rich people wear, and what clothes do the poor people wear? 
and What do women wear, and what do men wear? Why?).

• Molodets
Molodets does not allow students to confront the complexity 
of the concept of culture. Only at one point do we encounter a 
Ukrainian accent (Langran, Vešnieva & Magnati 2011: 163, exer-
cise 19), but the textbook does not explain why Vasiliy Vasil’yev-
ich from Kiev pronounces the Russian letter g this way and, in 
general, what the relationship is between the Ukrainian and Rus-
sian languages and cultures.

• Mir tesen
The old edition of Mir tesen does not allow students to confront 
the complexity of the concept of culture. Only Lesson 9, which is 
devoted to the diversity of the landscape of the Russian Federa-
tion, suggests that there is something beyond traditional stereo-
types about Russia (see, e.g., information about the Buryats in the 
section “This Is Interesting” in Bonciani, Romagnoli & Smykun-
ova 2016: 161).
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On the contrary, the old Mir tesen is based on a stereotypical view 
of Russian and Russophone cultures. This is especially clear when 
considering Lesson 15, which, from its very title (“Features of the 
Russian National Character”), is linked to the concept of the “Rus-
sian soul” (285). All suggested readings and respective exercis-
es—from Fёdor Tyutchev’s poem about the “mysteriousness and 
unpredictability of Russia” (287–288) to the statements of Nikolay 
Berdyayev and Nikolay Losskiy about the positive and negative 
properties of the Russian character (288–290) and kitchen con-
versations (292–293)—create an impression of the immutability 
and superiority of Russian culture over the rest, thereby feeding 
into the stereotypical view of Russian culture and identity.155

From this perspective, the new edition has been greatly improved 
with the introduction of elements of complexity. However, given 
the preservation, in Lesson 15, of the topic of the Russian nation-
al character—understood as fixed and homogeneous—and of the 
myth of the “Russian soul” (see, e.g., on pp. 276–280, the reading 
and subsequent discussion of the Russians’ sense of collectivism, 
which follows Hofstede’s model,156 as well as the text relating to 
Russian national character as expressed by folk tales), there is no 
doubt that static and stereotypical ideas about Russians remain.

• Davayte
The “Our Culture” section offers learners a comprehensive look 
at Russian-language culture, including both classical and modern 
cultures, from geography to history, from literature to painting, 
from football to cooking, etc. (see, e.g., the “Our Culture” section 
with a cultural test about Russia in Magnati & Legittimo 2017, 
vol., 1: 13–14).
The textbook also presents a complex picture of the country, in-
cluding its diversity and contradictions, without lapsing into an 
essentialist or idealist discourse. For example, Vol. 1, Lesson 4 
(57–58) talks about the great diversity of geography, economics, 

155 For a detailed analysis of the myth of the “Russian soul” in Mir tesen, see Torrezin 
[Torresin] (2022d: 457–458).
156 Hofstede’s “сultural dimensions” theory (Hofstede 1980; Hofstede & Minkov 2010) is 
a model for understanding the culture of a country and the differences across countries 
based on cultural values (i.e., on a national and essentialist level). Hofstede’s model con-
sists of six key dimensions: “power distance,” “uncertainty avoidance,” “individualism/
collectivism,” “masculinity/femininity,” “long/short term orientation,” and “indulgence/
restraint.”
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ethnic composition, time zones, traditions, and so on of the Rus-
sian Federation. In another example, Lesson 5 (77–78) discusses 
how Russians relax in their free time and supports the idea that 
“of course, people in Russia, like everywhere else, are different” 
(77). Moreover, “people from Italy, Germany, UK, France, and Ja-
pan have the same leisure time” as Russians. After all, “we all 
live almost identically; this is the result of globalization” (78). In 
another example, in Lesson 6 (95–96), the learner is provided with 
an authentic picture of Siberia, which also dispels stereotypes 
about this territory (i.e., “it is not always cold”) and its people 
(95). In conclusion, Lesson 8 (129–130) dispels another myth: that 
all Russians/Russophones are tall, blond, and blue-eyed, further 
explaining that Russia is home to “different nationalities and dif-
ferent appearances” (129).

• Raz, dva, tri
Although Raz, dva, tri does not adhere to the myth of the “Rus-
sian soul” and indeed calls it a “cliché” (see Shibarova & Yarin 
2019, Lesson 5: 168, exercise 7.3), it does not offer a complex idea 
of the target cultures. The only part of the textbook where ele-
ments of complexity are conveyed to the student is, in Lesson 
4, the text “Russia” on the geography and different time zones 
of the Russian Federation, where Aleksey, a Yakut studying in 
Petersburg and calling his Muscovite friend Dmitriy who lives in 
Yakutia, tells us how he found him already asleep (136). However, 
this is not enough to say that Raz, dva, tri provides learners with 
an elaborate and multifaceted idea of culture.

3.4.3 Cultural Awareness and Intercultural Dialogue

In this section, the results of the textbook analysis for questions 6–7 
are discussed.

6. To what extent does the textbook enable learners to learn 
about the culture(s) of the target language, as well as about 
their own cultures (e.g., through suggested readings and ac-
tivities)? (Principle 6)

• Russkiy yazyk dlya nachinayushchikh
Through the readings contained in the textbook, the student gets 
to learn various notions about Russian culture (but far less about 
Russophone culture). However, the proposed cultural activities 
are sporadic and unstructured (see, e.g., the post-reading exercis-
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es 1–3 on Moscow on p. 150, as well as the exercises on the writ-
ers Sergey Esenin and Dostoyevskiy on pp. 192, 294 in Ovsienko 
2002).
Additionally, even if among the characters in Russkiy yazyk dlya 
nachinayushchikh there is the Italian student Mario, this fact is 
not exploited to give the learner opportunities to reflect on Italian 
culture as well (as will be remembered, the textbook is addressed 
to Italian-speaking learners). Furthermore, cultural activities on 
the learners’ own cultures are also very few and discontinuous. 
These, like the former activities on Russian culture, are generally 
aimed at oral/written production, whereas (inter)cultural reflec-
tion takes a back seat. For example, the student is asked to tell 
about the famous people who lived in his/her city (170, exercise 
2) and what cultural monuments can be found in his/her country 
(339, exercise 2).

• Poyekhali
The textbook does not provide an opportunity for students to 
learn about Russian and Russophone cultures. At best, the pro-
posed activities allow only a general and superficial compre-
hension of the Russian-speaking world. As we have seen, the 
so-called “provocations” intended for oral practice are based on 
cultural stereotypes.
Moreover, while it has the merit of bringing the Russian language 
closer to learners, the extensive use of international vocabulary 
due—in the author’s words—to the need to overcome “the psy-
chological barrier associated with the reputation of Russian as 
‘exotic,’ ‘oriental,’ and therefore ‘difficult’” (Chernyshov 2009: 6) 
also flattens Russian language and culture, taking away its spec-
ificities. After all, this corresponds to the stated intentions of the 
textbook, which is not intended to give students detailed cultur-
al information about Russia, but mainly to activate and develop 
their communicative skills.
Nor does Poyekhali provide learners with insights into their own 
cultures. Even if the textbook has a definite target audience—al-
though a broad one—given by students of the “European cultur-
al-linguistic world” (6), it does not offer room for students to re-
think their cultures.
In comparison, in the new edition, some exercises allow learners 
to learn/reflect about their own cultures (Chernyshov & Cher-
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nyshova 2019, vol. 1.1: 105, questions to the text “Two Cities, Two 
Capitals!”: Do you have a cultural capital in your country? Where 
is the financial center? and When is your most romantic season?; 
see also vol. 1.2: 11, exercise 8, question Do people smile a lot in 
your country?), but these are the minority and are always aimed 
at communication rather than ICC development.

• Molodets
While the textbook brings learners into the Russian-speaking 
world, it does not introduce them to all aspects of Russian and 
Russophone cultures. By studying using Molodets, students can 
be oriented to the center of Moscow and easily recognize all the 
notable things the textbook talks about. However, they may not 
be equipped to navigate, for example, the literary or sociological 
issues of the modern Russian Federation.
This textbook likewise only partially enables learners to learn 
about their own cultures through moments of comparison be-
tween Russian and Italian languages and cultures (see, e.g., Lan-
gran, Vešnieva & Magnati 2011: 1–2, 21, 23, 150–151).

• Mir tesen
Thanks to Mir tesen, students will become familiar with Russian 
and Russophone cultures. In the textbook, much attention is given 
to the little-known and/or curious aspects of the Russian-speak-
ing world. For example, the section “This Is Interesting” presents 
the origins of the names of the Russian months as well as the 1980 
Summer Olympics (Bonciani, Romagnoli & Smykunova 2016: 
10–11, 77; Bonciani & Romagnoli 2023: 36, 52). Further cultural 
information is provided by the section “Remember!”
Mir tesen also contains ludic cultural activities (see, e.g., the 
crossword puzzle on Russian cities in exercise 5 in Bonciani, Ro-
magnoli & Smykunova 2016: 22; Bonciani & Romagnoli 2023: 
3). However, as we have seen, the textbook adheres to a static, 
standardized view of Russian and Russophone cultures, which is 
reflected by the proposal to read texts on a “typical Russophone 
person” (Lesson 15) and, in general, by its attachment to the myth 
of the “Russian soul.”
Mir tesen allows learners to find out about their own cultures 
as well. For example, the textbook (see Bonciani, Romagnoli & 
Smykunova 2016: 31; Bonciani & Romagnoli 2023: 9) presents 
Iosif Brodskiy’s poem Lagoon, which reveals the Russian poet’s 
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relationship to Venice, thus giving Italian students a new per-
spective on the city. Other examples include students being asked 
to explain how the Italian school and university educational sys-
tem works and to recall the ingredients of the Italian Easter cake 
colomba pasquale (see, e.g., exercises 5, 11, and 12 in Bonciani, 
Romagnoli & Smykunova 2016: 43, 47, 125 and exercises 5, 14, 
and 17 in Bonciani & Romagnoli 2023: 18, 21, 117).
In summary, in using the textbook, students are constantly re-
thinking their own cultures, thanks to the textbook’s interest in 
intercultural aspects and the intercultural activities it offers (see, 
e.g., exercise 17 in Bonciani, Romagnoli & Smykunova 2016: 131 
and corresponding exercise 22 in Bonciani & Romagnoli 2023: 
122, questions: What Italian holiday is similar to the Russian holi-
day of June 12? and What Italian holiday is similar to the Russian 
holiday of May 9?), which are even intensified in the new edition.

• Davayte
Through the story of Nastya Gromova’s Russian family, Davay-
te introduces the student to Russian-speaking culture. The “Our 
Culture” special section also provides interesting details about 
Russian and Russophone cultures. For example, this section of 
Lesson 2 (Vol. 1) describes diminutive and affectionate forms of 
Russian names (Magnati & Legittimo 2017, vol. 1: 27) and illus-
trates the family of Slavic languages, focusing on the diatopic va-
rieties of the Russian language (28). The “Our Culture” section 
also helps learners fight stereotypes, enabling them to form a 
multidimensional picture of Russia and its inhabitants (e.g., pp. 
95–96 on Siberia; text “What Do Russophone People Look Like” 
on pp. 129–130; text on Moscow as a “city of contrasts” on pp. 
193–194; and text “Where the Russian Language Is Spoken” on 
pp. 269–270).
Notably, cultural work is not always done in the texts or authen-
tic materials157 on cultural topics presented by the textbook. Some 
are intended only for grammar work (see, e.g., text 1 about St. 
Petersburg on p. 36 and rules of conduct in the library on p. 163).
As for the exercises and activities, aside from grammar activities 
with a cultural background, which are mainly intended for spe-
cific work on grammar (e.g., exercise 22 on p. 312 about the most 
popular sports in Russia and exercise 24 in Magnati & Legittimo 

157 On this concept, see Subchapter 4.2.
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2017, vol. 2: 114 about the rules of conduct in the banya), Davayte 
features activities that allow students to decentralize from their 
own cultures and put themselves in the place of the Russians/
Russophones (see, e.g., exercise 8 in Magnati & Legittimo 2017, 
vol. 1: 40, where learners are invited to choose a fictional Russian 
identity for themselves). However, it must be said that the limited 
number of authentic intercultural activities is focused solely on 
literature (see, e.g., exercise 1 on p. 41 and exercise 10 on p. 126).
While Davayte enables learners to learn about Russian and Rus-
sophone cultures, unfortunately, it does not give students insights 
into their own cultures. The textbook does not create opportuni-
ties for reflection on the students’ source cultures even though it 
is actually addressed to Italian-speaking learners (it has, among 
its characters, the Italian Federico) and contains some references 
to Italian culture and Italian cultural-based activities (see, e.g., 
dialogues and exercise 34 in Magnati & Legittimo 2017, vol. 2: 
35–36, 51).

• Raz, dva, tri
Through the readings and exercises students are offered some in-
formation about Russian culture (much less about Russophone 
culture), albeit in a mainly implicit form. However, the textbook 
does not provide opportunities for them to reflect on the target 
cultures. The only exceptions are exercises 1.1 and 2.4 in Lesson 
5 (Shibarova & Yarin 2019: 150, 154), where the learner is asked 
to say whether (s)he has ever been to Russia before and, if so, 
in which cities (partial data on the geography of Russia were il-
lustrated in the previous lesson, within the text “Russia” already 
named), and what movies among those presented (s)he saw (the 
Russian-language ones are two).
As for students’ own cultures, outside of two exercises, where 
the learner must find the Italian equivalent for the Soviet puppet 
Buratino and reflect on breakfast and general food habits in their 
country (exercises 3.1, 2.1, and 3.4 in Shibarova & Yarin 2019: 185, 
214–215), given the implicit treatment of culture offered in Raz, 
dva, tri, there are no other times when students can dust off their 
cultural knowledge about background cultures and enrich it with 
new information.

7. To what extent does the textbook provide an opportunity 
for a dialogue between cultures? (Principle 7)
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• Russkiy yazyk dlya nachinayushchikh
The textbook presents, among its characters, two students, the 
Italian Mario and his Russian friend Oleg, however within its 
pages there is no complete dialogue between these two cultures. 
In fact, the proposed activities only allow a partial development 
of the learner’s ICC through the comparisons between Russia and 
Italy (e.g., on theaters and famous women in Ovsienko 2002: 138, 
273), and other cultures as well (e.g., on New Year celebrations in 
exercise 4 on p. 360), since they share an implicit essentialist vi-
sion of culture, founded on the myth of the “Russian soul.” Over-
all, though, in Russkiy yazyk dlya nachinayushchikh there are not 
enough materials and activities to promote a dialogue between 
target cultures and students’ own cultures.

• Poyekhali
In the old edition, there are no texts or exercises/activities for 
developing a dialogue between cultures. As we have seen, all 
the texts and exercises offered are designed only for work on 
grammar or speaking. In general, it could be argued that the 
old Poyekhali is not interested in promoting ICC and misses all 
opportunities to work on it (which could be provided, for ex-
ample, by the textbook’s characters, such as the Russian fami-
ly, the Swedish friend Sven, and the Martian, among others). 
Furthermore, intercultural dialogue is not the main focus of the 
new edition of the textbook. Nevertheless, we can find activities 
that allow teachers to work on it (e.g., in Chernyshov & Cher-
nyshova 2019, vol. 1.1: 39, exercise 11: Search the Internet for por-
traits of people from your country or from Russia (an actor, writer, 
politician, musician, athlete…) and ask the group: Do you know 
him/her?). However, these activities are always connected with 
conversations, and explicit cultural information is never provid-
ed.

• Molodets
In this textbook, no texts or exercises/activities are provided to 
promote a dialogue between cultures. Instead, learners are of-
fered only some pre- and post-text activities that allow implicit 
comparisons between Italian and Russian/Russophone cultures 
(e.g., Langran, Vešnieva & Magnati 2011: 36, exercise 5; see also p. 
43) or between different world cultures (67, exercise 4). However, 
the dialogue between Italian and Russian/Russophone cultures 
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may be partially fostered through role plays concluding each 
lesson, enabling learners to decentrate by putting themselves in 
someone else’s shoes. Moreover, the use of authentic images and 
photos in the “Exercises” section probably helps students famil-
iarize themselves with the target cultures and implicitly rethink 
their own cultures.

• Mir tesen
Mir tesen promotes a dialogue between cultures because its goal—
according to the authors—is to help students “perceive Russia as 
‘different,’ not ‘alien,’ and to understand that events, facts, and 
phenomena from one country can become the object of a dia-
logue between cultures” (Bonciani, Romagnoli & Smykunova 
2016: VII). While working on the textbook, students are given 
plenty of opportunities to encounter Russian and Russophone 
cultures, as well as to reflect on and discuss their own cultural 
history. For example, in exercise 1 on p. 2 (see also Bonciani & Ro-
magnoli 2023: 30), learners are invited to search the genealogical 
tree of the Indo-European languages for their native language as 
well as the languages they are studying.
For the intercultural dialogue between the Italian and Russian/
Russophone worlds (Mir tesen is designed for Italian-speaking 
students), the special section “We Are Different, but We Are Sim-
ilar” is devoted to comparisons between the two worlds (see, e.g., 
the comparison of maslenitsa and the Italian Carnival, respective-
ly, in Lessons 7 and 8 of the old and new editions). A section 
called “This Is Interesting” also presents information about the 
curiosities of Russian culture, through which students can learn, 
as we have seen, about the origin of the names of the months in 
the Russian, native, and other languages, among other examples.
In this sense, we agree with Lasorsa Siedina (2016: XII) that “the 
strength of this textbook on Russian culture is the comparison 
aspect of the two cultures and peoples, Russian and Italian.” Un-
fortunately, as we have already discussed, because the textbook—
like Russkiy yazyk dlya nachinayushchikh—is based on the ste-
reotype of the “Russian soul,” the intercultural dialogue is here, in 
the end, entirely incomplete.

• Davayte
Although the textbook encourages continuous comparisons be-
tween Russian and Italian cultures (see, e.g., the “Our Culture” 
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section in Magnati & Legittimo 2017, vol. 1: 151–152, which deals 
with the Russian school system and comparisons between Rus-
sian and Italian grades), no texts or exercises/activities are pro-
vided to foster dialogue between cultures. Furthermore, all the 
proposed activities are designed to develop oral speech (see, e.g., 
the activity about stereotypes associated with different peoples 
in exercise 7 on p. 76, or the activity focused on comparisons of 
different objects, places, and situations in exercise 17 in Magnati 
& Legittimo 2017, vol. 2: 65).
In summary, despite the complex and non-essentialist image of 
Russia offered by the textbook, Davayte does not give students 
adequate opportunities for intercultural comparisons. On the 
contrary, in some places, the textbook reiterates stereotypical 
views of culture (see, e.g., exercise 22 in Magnati & Legittimo 
2017, vol. 1: 162: Who is better at cooking, working on a computer, 
swimming, waiting, loving, speaking English, writing poetry, choos-
ing food, playing football, hockey, or tennis? Men or women? Ital-
ians or Russians?).

• Raz, dva, tri
The textbook does not contain texts or exercises/activities that 
promote dialogue between the target cultures and other ones 
(primarily the Italian one), apart from a few rare exceptions (see, 
e.g., the already mentioned comparison between Buratino and 
Pinocchio in exercise 3.1 in Shibarova & Yarin 2019: 185, as well 
as the discussion on the topic of breakfast in Russia and other 
countries in the exercises 2.1 and 3.4 on pp. 214–215). Generally, 
the exercises/activities focus rather on grammar and, even if in-
teresting opportunities for intercultural comparison may emerge 
(e.g., in Shibarova & Yarin 2019: 121, exercise 2.7 on the coats of 
arms of various countries), they are limited to grammar work. 
Not even the Italian character of Michele, a student from Naples 
who meets the Russian student Ivan in Lesson 4 (116), is used as 
a starting point to stimulate intercultural reflection and dialogue.

3.4.4 Summary and Data Interpretation

The analysis of the selected RFL textbooks showed that the degree of 
cultural representation of these textbooks, with reference to the princi-
ples for a modern RFL intercultural textbook outlined in Subchapter 3.2, 
is, in some ways, poor, inadequate, and/or improvable in many respects. 
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This is especially obvious in Poyekhali and Raz, dva, tri, which have no 
special section on culture and where culture remains implicit (i.e., Prin-
ciple 1 on the space reserved for culture and Principle 2 on the need for 
explicit cultural input are not met). Indeed, in Poyekhali and Raz, dva, 
tri, all we can find are hints about cultural themes that are only men-
tioned and/or used for grammar activities. Even in those cases in which 
culture is also presented explicitly (Molodets), the didactic materials are 
not used to work on ICC. Moreover, contemporary cultural topics are 
generally absent (Poyekhali, new edition) and intercultural activities are 
often scarce with regard to the student’s needs (Russkiy yazyk dlya na-
chinayushchikh).

The exceptions seem to be the textbooks Davayte and Mir tesen. As 
we have seen, Davayte has a special section called “Our Culture,” which 
is structured according to the integration of cultural topics with commu-
nicative knowledge and skills. However, despite the inclusion of this spe-
cial section, the textbook does not offer specific cultural and intercultural 
activities (again, Principle 2 on the explicit treatment of cultural aspects 
through specific intercultural exercises and activities is not observed). 
Regarding Mir tesen, which is entirely built around cultural themes, this 
textbook has a rich and heterogeneous repertoire of topics, as well as spe-
cific sections devoted to culture (according to Principles 1 and 4, focused, 
respectively, on cultural space and variety of cultural topics). Nonethe-
less, because of its essentialist idea of culture based on the stereotype of 
the “Russian soul” (contrary to Principle 5, dealing with the complexity 
of the concept of culture), even such a textbook provides a somewhat 
incomplete intercultural dialogue (i.e., Principle 7 on opportunities for a 
dialogue between cultures is not respected).

In summary, all these textbooks claim to be ‘mirrors’ of Russian cul-
ture. However, at the same time, the idea of Russian culture promoted 
by such textbooks seldom includes the notion of this (and any) culture’s 
complexity and multifacetedness, without which—as we have already es-
tablished (see Subchapter 3.2 and Principle 5)—we cannot even talk about 
IE.

One important point in recognizing the complexity of culture is the 
inclusion of both Russian and Russophone cultures in an RFL textbook 
(see Principle 3). Although all the analyzed textbooks look at both Rus-
sian and Russophone cultures, only two of them (Davayte and Mir tesen) 
pay proper attention to Russophone culture, and not just to purely Rus-
sian culture. Specifically, of the two, only Davayte acknowledges the 
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multifaceted nature of Russophone culture. In fact, Mir tesen is rich in 
cultural topics and contains various exercises aimed at developing stu-
dents’ ICC through constant comparison of Russian/Russophone and 
Italian cultures. However, the appeal to a stereotypical representation of 
the “Russian soul” thwarts this textbook’s intercultural potentiality (i.e., 
as we have seen, Principle 7 is not fulfilled).

Through the remaining textbooks, RFL students can perceive the same 
stereotyped representations of Russia. Russkiy yazyk dlya nachinayush-
chikh—like Mir tesen—relies on the myth of the “Russian soul” (contrary 
to Principle 5), thus drawing a romantic and essentialized picture of Rus-
sia’s cultural space. For its part, Poyekhali even uses cultural stereotypes 
to develop communicative skills, thereby neglecting the development of 
learners’ ICC.

In a nutshell, four of the analyzed textbooks (Russkiy yazyk dlya 
nachinayushchikh, Poyekhali, Molodets, and Raz, dva, tri) allow learners 
only a general, superficial comprehension of Russian culture and the Rus-
sian-speaking world and, on the other hand, no (Poyekhali, old edition) or 
only a partial (Poyekhali, new edition; Russkiy yazyk dlya nachinayush-
chikh; Molodets; and Raz, dva, tri) rethinking of their own cultures.

The texts and activities in these textbooks are generally designed for 
work on grammar and are not intended to promote a dialogue between 
cultures (contrary to Principle 2). In comparison, the other textbooks (Da-
vayte and Mir tesen) introduce students to Russia’s culture in all its mani-
festations. Both textbooks also provide curious details about Russian and 
Russophone cultures.

In particular, Davayte does not hesitate to present the complexity of 
the Russian-speaking world, its diversity, and its contradictions (accord-
ing to Principle 5). However, such a textbook, unlike Mir tesen, does not 
encourage students to think about their own cultures (contrary to Princi-
ple 6) or feature effective intercultural activities (contrary to Principle 2). 
In other words, although this textbook stimulates continuous compari-
sons between Russian/Russophone and Italian cultures, in the end, it does 
not facilitate intercultural dialogue (i.e., Principle 7 is not met).

As for Mir tesen, on the contrary, this textbook presents materials and 
activities specifically designed for work on ICC, focused on comparing 
the Russian/Russophone and Italian worlds (according to Principles 2, 6, 
and 7). Nevertheless, such work cannot ultimately be carried out, as the 
proposed idea of Russian culture (contrary to Principle 5) is based on an 
essentialist notion of culture, grounded in the myth of the “Russian soul.”
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Finally, none of the six textbooks guarantees the possibility of in-
tercultural dialogue between the culture of Russia and the background 
cultures of Italian-speaking students. The results suggest that, apart from 
Davayte, an explicit, complex, and problematized treatment of Russian 
and Russophone cultures has not been found, and even where it is pres-
ent (in Davayte), it is not put to good use with activities that stimulate the 
development of learners’ ICC.

To conclude, our textbook analysis demonstrated once again that the 
textbook is not a secondary but a fundamental element of FL teaching, 
since—to quote scholars—it “plays an important role in determining the 
nature of the cultural information presented in the classroom” (Byram, 
Esarte-Sarries & Taylor 1991: 302). In other words, as argued by Mikk 
(2000: 309–331), textbooks may influence (positively or negatively) the 
formation of students’ values and beliefs, in drawing a more or less real-
istic picture of the target contents.

Also, as for RFL teaching, the cultural representations provided by 
textbooks employed in the Italian university context, characterized by 
essentialist and static or even stereotypical views of Russia, may con-
tribute in shaping classroom processes in a direction that, given the re-
sults of our analysis and in line with previous research on stereotypes 
and various issues of Russian-language textbooks (see, e.g., Artyukova, 
Saykina & Solov’ёva 2021; Azimova & Johnston 2012; Rifkin 1998; Shar-
dakova & Pavlenko 2004; Veselovskaya 2020), unfortunately, often does 
not bode well for an IE-based RFL teaching/learning. This means that 
RFL textbooks, from case to case, could be good/bad, realistic/unrealistic, 
effective/ineffective vehicles of Russian and Russophone cultures, and the 
risks associated with essentialist, reductionist, and/or stereotypical views 
of the culture of Russia itself are always around the corner.

3.5 Conclusion

In Section 1.3.2, we have illustrated how the modern textbook, which 
is intercultural by definition, plays a central role in the development of 
the student’s ICC and, therefore, in IE processes as a whole, since it con-
veys to learners a certain image of Russia and Russian language.

In this third chapter, we have considered the case study of RFL text-
books commonly used in Italian universities to prove how national and 
essentialized cultural representations are promoted in RFL teaching ma-
terials. Basically, the degree of cultural representation of these textbooks 
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is generally poor. Not all the textbooks have special sections devoted to 
cultural topics nor do they treat them explicitly. Moreover, many of them 
provide learners with a somewhat traditional-antiquated and romantic 
idea of Russia, sometimes even grounded on stereotypes, by neglecting 
contemporary culture and leaning on the myth of the “Russian soul.”

Consequently, through the examined textbooks no intercultural dia-
logue between Russian and Russophone cultures, on the one hand, and 
students’ own cultures, on the other, becomes possible, since there are no 
opportunities for reflection and self-reflection on the target and source 
cultures, nor moments for dynamic comparison and interaction among 
the cultures involved. In this, the textbook analysis confirms the results 
of our critical overview of the RFL scientific literature on IE (Chapter 2), 
finding again in action here those same discursive structures and related 
intercultural perspective previously discussed, which hinder a successful 
intercultural approach to RFL teaching.

As the next chapter will show, besides textbooks, in daily teaching 
practice there are also other factors that may determine the success or, 
conversely, the failure of intercultural RFL classes in the university con-
text. Reflection on these additional factors will enable us to identify, in 
current IE-based teaching, strengths and weaknesses, which we will later 
take into account to offer some practical insights and operative sugges-
tions to the RFL teacher (Chapter 5).



4. RFL Intercultural Teaching in Current Practices

The fourth chapter is devoted to RFL modern intercultural teaching 
practices.

Specifically, different research and data collection methods (Subchap-
ter 4.1) will be used to examine current RFL pedagogical approaches to-
wards culture (Subchapter 4.2), focusing attention on both their positive 
and negative aspects. This will lead us to some thoughts and consider-
ations that will come in handy for the practical-operational part of the 
book (Chapter 5).

4.1 Methodology and Data Collection

For the examination of RFL interculturally-based teaching practices, 
we made use of three research methods, which will be described below: 
action research, classroom observation, and survey research.

“Action research” (AR) is a participatory process highly useful in 
higher education, involving a constructivist approach that combines 
theory and practice (Burns 2010; W. Carr & Kemmis 1986; Elliot 1991; 
Hopkins 2014; A. Johnson 2012; Kember 2000; McNiff 1988; McNiff & 
Whitehead 2011; Mertler 2019; Rowell et al. 2017). The essential charac-
teristic of AR is that the object of research is the teacher him/herself. This 
research method is grounded in action, evaluation, and critical analysis of 
practices based on collected data to identify potential improvements and 
“new forms of understanding” (Reason & Bradbury 2008: 4). Typically, 
in AR teachers-researchers research others’ and/or their own practice of 
teaching, with the participants often being co-researchers or partners in 
change and engaging together in cycles of action and critical reflection. 
AR consists of the following self-reflective cycles (Lewin 1946: 34–36): 
“planning” to initiate change, implementing the change (“acting”), “ob-
serving” the process of implementation and its consequences, “reflecting” 
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on the changes and “replanning,” “acting” and “observing,” and “reflect-
ing.”

Here, the collection of primary empirical data involved first-person 
AR (Reason & Bradbury 2008: 6), a process through which educators re-
flect on their own teaching in order to improve its quality. What is curi-
ous but still indicative of the great potential of first-person AR, is that this 
type of AR has been applied—in addition to teaching—also to research, 
exploring its connections with life (Marshall 2016).

Meanwhile, “classroom observation” (CO) is a purposeful examina-
tion of teaching by an external observer through systematic data col-
lection and analysis processes (Allwright 1988; Bailey 2001; Boehm & 
Weinberg 2017; Croll 1986; Montgomery 1999; O’Leary 2020; Stubbs & 
Delamont 1976; Wajnryb 1992; Walker & Adelman 1975; Zepeda 2013), 
which entails different typologies (popular classifications are presented 
by Gosling 2002 and Wragg 1999). Unlike first-person AR, CO is a col-
laborative, joint, and mutually enriching operation. Observation of the 
teacher by an observer, who records what happens in the classroom, 
encourages critical reflection on teaching practice (Brookfield 1995) and 
“serves the dual purpose of promoting the development of both observer 
and observed” (O’Leary 2020).

Accordingly, AR and CO complement each other, allowing teachers 
to self-reflect on their own work (first-person AR) while providing an 
outside look by one teacher at another (CO).

Besides AR and CO, we also conducted survey research, which can 
be defined as “the collection of information from a sample of individu-
als through their responses to questions” (Check & Schutt 2012: 160). In 
particular, we employed the online surveys method (Regmi et al. 2016) 
in the creation of a teacher survey. Surveys, or questionnaires are “an 
instrument to collect data that describe one or more characteristics of 
a specific population” (Gay, Mills & Airasian 2012: 184). They are very 
common in social and psychological scholarly areas (Singleton & Straits 
2009), since they help to collect data about population groups to “learn 
about their characteristics, opinions, attitudes, or previous experiences” 
(Leedy & Ormrod 2005: 183). Surveys may be beneficial also to gather 
information about educative processes and to improve educational re-
search (Ebel 1980). Moreover, survey research well integrates with other 
methods and offers a multiperspective overview of a situation/problem. 
Given our attention to qualitative investigation (Braun et al. 2020), re-
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search strategies such as open-ended questions and the Likert scale were 
utilized for this purpose.

In the next section, the AR, CO, and survey research methods will be 
used to critically analyze intercultural strategies currently employed by 
RFL university teachers. The collected data will provide in-depth knowl-
edge about positive as well as negative aspects connected to RFL intercul-
tural teaching today, which will form the first step for proposing a new 
idea of IE in RFL within the university context (see Chapter 5).

4.2 An Examination of RFL Modern IE-Based Teaching 
Practices

In this subchapter, we will illustrate the results of the examination of 
RFL modern IE-based teaching practices conducted through the AR, CO, 
and survey research methods described above.

The aim of the analysis was to inquire about the teaching of culture 
in RFL classes, exploring how Russian and Russophone cultures (target 
cultures in RFL teaching) were taught and should be taught, taking Italy 
(Stage 1) and Lithuania (Stage 2) as case studies, with a focus on teaching 
materials and strategies.

During Stage 1, first-person AR was carried out in Italy at the Univer-
sity of Padua in the academic years 2019/2020, 2020/2021, and 2021/2022. 
Qualitative and quantitative data were collected from a total of 339 teach-
ing hours (7 courses of 42 hours each and one of 45 hours, including 3 
BA-level RFL courses and 5 Russian–Italian translation courses, including 
1 BA course and 4 MA courses delivered in person or online).

The purpose of the AR was to investigate the effectiveness of teach-
ing materials in the development of RFL learners’ ICC,158 paying special 
attention to authentic materials (see below for a definition of this term).

Two fundamental reasons underpin the focus of the AR on authentic 
materials: first, the pragmatic need to center self-reflective inquiry on a 
single aspect for greater intervention effectiveness, manageability, and 
less wasted energy; second, the scientific relevance of such inputs for RFL 
intercultural teaching.

As is well known, authentic materials are useful in RFL teaching (as 
well as for teaching other FLs) from an intercultural perspective because 
they provide real-life examples of language used in everyday situations 

158 See Sections 1.1.1 and 1.3.1, and Chapter 2.



148 RFL Intercultural Teaching in Current Practices

and bring the FL culture into the classroom. Consequently, authentic 
materials are an important input source for RFL learners, which convey 
cultural information and thus help to enhance learners’ ICC. In addition, 
they are also highly motivational for students.

Let us take a moment to define this concept and discuss its function 
in our research.

The use of authentic materials plays a major role in modern FL 
and RFL teaching (see, e.g., Mishan 2004; Nosonovich & Mil’rud 1999). 
Thornbury (2006: 21) qualifies as “authentic” texts “originally written 
for a non-classroom audience.” Similarly, for Harmer (1983: 146), they 
are materials “designed not for language students, but for the speakers 
of the language in question.” Although the question of authenticity and 
the notion of authentic material have been the subject of heated debates 
between the 1970s and the 1990s (see, e.g., Breen 1985; Nostrand 1989; 
Widdowson 1976, 1990) and they “remain[s] ambiguous in most teachers’ 
minds” (Gilmore 2007: 98), here for convenience we rely on the definition 
suggested by Galloway (1998: 133), who considers authentic materials 
as those “written and oral communications produced by members of a 
language and culture group for members of the same language and cul-
ture group” that “... invite observation of a culture talking to itself, not 
to outsiders.”159 Examples of authentic materials that can be employed 
for teaching RFL include paper and online resources (e.g., books, news-
papers, blogs, websites, and educational games) as well as audio, video, 
and audio-visual resources (e.g., songs and music programs, information 
programs, podcasts, radio, video clips, and movies).

This kind of input perfectly meets the IE-based philosophy for RFL 
teaching we set forth in Chapter 1. Indeed, in the first place, by virtue of 
their aforementioned characteristics, when used properly and accompa-
nied by appropriate intercultural activities (as we will see in the following 
pages, unfortunately, this does not always happen and very often results 
in a missed opportunity for intercultural dialogue160), authentic materials 
allow immediate contact with Russian and Russophone cultures and pro-
vide a well-rounded picture of the reality of the Russian-speaking world. 
Thanks to them, the learner can go beyond appearances and build up 
a fluid, dynamic, and non-essentialist idea of Russian and Russophone 

159 However, let us keep in mind that (as we already know from Chapter 1), speaking the 
same language does not necessarily identify with belonging to a single culture, given the 
simultaneous coexistence in each of us of multiple cultures and identities.
160 For the definition of this term, see Section 1.1.1.
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cultures, in line with the theoretical framework offered in Subchapter 1.1, 
beginning, for example, to perceive the sociocultural complexity of the 
Russian language and its pluricentric nature, as well as the multiplicities 
of identities of Russian speakers. This critical awareness and sensitivity 
enables students to achieve ICC, that is, according to the definition of ICC 
proposed in Subchapter 1.1.1, to be able to “1) show a critical understand-
ing of their own and other cultures, and 2) mediate between their own 
and Russian and Russophone cultures in order to respond appropriately 
and effectively to the demands, challenges, and opportunities present-
ed by intercultural situations (inside and outside the RFL classroom).” In 
the second place, again if employed properly, authentic materials make 
it possible to overcome the critical issues related to the use of textbooks, 
which frequently—as we know—suggest a partial and/or stereotypical 
idea of the culture of Russia and of the Russian-speaking dimension (see 
Chapter 3). At the same time, if included in the textbooks themselves 
and associated with intercultural activities such as those we will see in 
Subchapter 5.3, authentic materials may promote a comprehensive and 
complex presentation of culture as that discussed above, taking into ac-
count the seven principles of the modern RFL intercultural textbook we 
identified in Subchapter 3.2.

During the AR, to analyze the advantages of teaching culture with 
authentic materials, various approaches161 for introducing cultural con-
tent through authentic texts were utilized, including playful teaching,162 

161 Following Anthony (1963: 63–64), by “approach” we will mean, within the FLE field, 
“a set of correlative assumptions dealing with the nature of language and the nature of 
language teaching and learning.” That is, we can say, in Richards and Rodgers’ (1986: 16) 
reformulation, that this term includes “theories about the nature of language and lan-
guage learning that serve as the source of practices and principles in language teaching.”
162 In FLE, “playful (language) teaching”—also known as “playful (language) learning”—
(Cook 2000; Lee 1979; Rixon 1981) is a methodology that translates the fundamental prin-
ciples of the affective-humanistic and the communicative approach (see footnote no. 32) 
into educational trajectories built on game mechanisms (Caon & Rutka 2004: 10 ff.). Game-
based didactics can encompass a wide range and variants of game activities, processes, 
and scenarios, which imply, for example, cooperative learning (see footnote no. 170), 
design-based learning, problem-based learning, and creative pedagogy (see, e.g., Forbes 
2021; Higueras-Rodríguez, Medina-García & Molina-Ruiz 2020; Nørgård, Toft-Nielsen & 
Whitton 2017; Patte 2012).
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task-based teaching,163 and text-based teaching.164 Several variables (e.g., 
planned vs. improvised activities and long vs. short activities) were tried 
with the same class. Teaching sessions using authentic texts were inter-
spersed with sessions without the use of authentic texts to observe dif-
ferences.

Data collection was carried out with a longitudinal scheme through 
field notes taken after each single lesson of each taught course to docu-
ment needed contextual information straightforwardly and quickly, and 
a teaching diary to register calmly and thoughtfully the didactic actions 
implemented, the teaching process, and student response, along with re-
flections and considerations. Further data were provided by a satisfaction 
questionnaire administered to learners anonymously at the end of each 
course. A data retrieval chart was used to organize and analyze the data.

In Stage 2, data collected from the AR were compared with data ob-
tained from COs conducted at Vilnius University in Lithuania in the sec-
ond semester of the academic year 2022/2023 (February to May 2023). 
Qualitative and quantitative data were collected from observations of 70,5 
hours (total) of RFL classes taught by three different teachers (24 hours 
each were observed for two teachers, and 22,5 hours for the third) at the 
BA level (general language and Russian–English translation courses).

COs were targeted at further validating the results of the AR. Data 
were gathered through a special observation grid compiled after each 
lesson, according to a longitudinal scheme. This observation grid consist-
ed of a first section dedicated to the description of the context (type of 
course, linguistic level of the students, etc.) and a second section which, 
with guiding questions, investigated the types of materials used (authen-
tic/non-authentic), the frequency with which they were used, the teach-

163 “Task-based (language) teaching”—also known as “task-based (language) learning”—
(Long 1985; Nunan 2004; Prabhu 1987) is an FLE approach grounded in activist pedagogy, 
which involves performing “tasks,” conceived as goal-oriented activities that lead to an 
outcome or result (Willis 1996), or as work plans that can be assessed for their communi-
cative function (Ellis 2003). The hallmark of task-based teaching is work on the pragmatic 
use of language, in which the learner is asked to use all the linguistic resources at his/her 
disposal to complete the assigned task, with a greater focus therefore on meaning rather 
than form.
164 “Text-based (language) teaching”—also known as “text-based (language) learning”—
(Feez 1998; Mickan 2011) is an FLE methodology, based on Halliday’s (1978) theory of lan-
guage as “social semiotic,” aimed at teaching explicitly about the structures and grammat-
ical features of spoken and written texts. In practice, teachers using this approach design 
units of work which focus on linking texts to the social and cultural contexts of their use.
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ing methods165 employed, and so on. The analysis and interpretation of 
the collected data were performed manually.

Additional data were obtained through a survey administered to uni-
versity teachers of RFL (both native and non-native speakers) that was 
created on Google Forms and, after pilot testing, delivered to potential 
participants through social networks (Facebook and LinkedIn) and per-
sonal e-mails. The survey was filled out by 33 teachers, active outside 
Russia, and particularly in Europe (Estonia, Lithuania, Bulgaria, Croatia, 
Italy, and Austria) and America, between February and June 2024.

After a personal information-gathering section, 10 mixed-choice, 
multiple-choice, four-point Likert scale (from “strongly disagree” to “dis-
agree,” “agree,” and “strongly agree”) or open-ended questions followed, 
looking more closely at the role of culture and related teaching issues in 
RFL classes, as well as the more or less effective specific strategies (ap-
proaches, methods, and techniques166) deployed by teachers to cope with 
them.

The data collected from the AR, COs, and the teacher survey are pre-
sented below.

4.2.1 Positive Aspects of RFL Intercultural Teaching

This section discusses the positive aspects of IE-based contemporary 
RFL practices, which emerged from the AR, COs, and the teacher survey.

The AR has shown, in general, that the use of authentic materials 
enables a considerable and high-quality intercultural teaching/learning 
process, fostering practices of exposure to cultural differences, decen-
tralization, and critical analysis of cultural dynamics. The cultural areas 
covered during the AR ranged from Russian and Russophone literature to 
music, from movies to cartoons and everyday life, and were an opportu-
nity for learners to reflect on their own and on the target cultures, exer-
cising cultural awareness and intercultural sensitivity,167 according to the 
IE theoretical framework we rely on (see Chapter 1) and to the principles 
for the presentation of cultural contents in RFL textbooks (see Subchapter 

165 As Larsen-Freeman (2000: IX) writes, “Methods serve as a foil for reflection that can 
aid teachers in bringing to conscious awareness the thinking that underlies their actions.” 
In other words, they “link thoughts and actions” (1), thus constituting a bridge between 
teaching principles and practices.
166 “Techniques” are, according to Larsen-Freeman (2000: XI), the implementation of meth-
ods (see footnote no. 165) in teaching practice, that is to say, teacher’s “actions” (1).
167 For the definitions of these concepts, see Subchapter 1.1.
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3.2), which are actually also applicable to intercultural teaching practices 
outside or alongside the use of textbooks.

In essence, it turned out that authentic materials in the RFL lesson 
help the teacher

1. to work on the two target cultures (Russian and Russophone) in a 
non-essentialist and dynamic sense;

2. to make students understand, through “knowledge and critical 
understanding of cultures and cultures” and “self-reflection” (see 
Subchapter 3.2), that culture and interculturality are complex, flu-
id, and multifaceted constructs;

3. to develop intercultural dialogue between the multiple cultures 
and identities of the RFL learner and the Russian speaker.

Moreover, the AR revealed that, in addition to being extremely effec-
tive for the building of students’ ICC, authentic materials are enormously 
popular with students because they make the lesson less burdensome and 
more appealing (and sometimes fun, as well), as testified by learners’ ap-
preciation of intercultural lessons and activities based on authentic mate-
rials. During the AR, intercultural lessons that used authentic materials, 
including literary texts and audiovisual inputs (videos, movies, media 
clips, presentations, animations, etc.), were generally more enjoyable for 
students than those that did not. This was because the use of these re-
sources, done correctly, motivated learners and made them protagonists 
of their own learning. For example, the presentation to beginners of six 
lessons consisting of poems by Anna Akhmatova recited by actress Alisa 
Freyndlikh and accompanied by the original Russian text and an Italian 
translation was highly appreciated. Listening to the texts being recited 
instead of just reading them made the activity almost a theater moment 
and very engaging for the students. Students were then guided to discov-
er Akhmatova’s poems through contextualizing the texts within the “Sil-
ver Age” period of Russian poetry, with some reference to Akhmatova’s 
own poetics. It was precisely the work on the authentic texts (and not, 
for example, adapted ones) that enabled the learners to perceive all the 
thematic-stylistic nuances (with the help of the teacher) but also to relate 
the theme of love treated by Akhmatova both to their own experiences 
and to the literary and cultural contexts best known to them (Italian- and 
English-language literatures), thus activating the intercultural dialogue 
between Russian culture (in this specific case) and their background cul-
tures (i.e., Principles 5, 6, and 7 for the treatment of cultural aspects in 
the RFL intercultural textbook, dealing with complex, historicized, and 
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non-essentialist understanding of the target culture(s), reflection on both 
target and source cultures, and intercultural dialogue, conceived as meet-
ing and exchange of cultures, were met). The many classes in which mu-
sic videos and movie clips were utilized also aroused students’ interest, 
much more so than purely didactic (non-authentic) materials. In particu-
lar, with both basic and advanced learners, teaching RFL through Disney 
cartoons in the Russian version (e.g., The Little Mermaid, Beauty and the 
Beast, and Anastasia) and world-famous Russian cartoons such as Ma-
sha and the Bear and Hedgehog in the Fog proved successful, as students 
were familiar with most of them and enjoyed working on those inputs. 
Due to the variety of themes covered in these cartoons (i.e., Principle 4 
of the various Russian and Russophone cultural topics to be included in 
an RFL textbook) and their simple, immediate, and engaging way of con-
veying cultural content, coupled with the sentimental value they had for 
many of the learners, it was possible to initiate intercultural reflection in 
the classrooms and increase the participants’ ICC on topics such as, e.g., 
friendship, dream, reality vs. appearances, and diversity, within which 
students developed a deeper understanding and appreciation of intercul-
tural similarities and differences between Russian and Russophone cul-
tures and their own cultures.

Secondly, it transpired that, in order to make the best of them, au-
thentic materials alone are not enough: it is necessary to present such 
inputs through appropriate teaching strategies that are able to engage 
students and meet their needs. It emerged that, especially when com-
bined with active learning168 methodologies, such as playful teaching and 
task-based teaching, authentic materials conveyed cultural information 
and created the conditions for intercultural reflection in an effective way 
that motivated students. In Section 2.2.5, we have already discussed the 
lack of didactic productiveness of teacher-centered RFL models. Our AR 
further corroborated those considerations, since the use of student-cen-
tered teaching methodologies really turned out to be the secret to good 
teaching. In fact—as is well known—the student learns best if (s)he is 
at the center of his/her own learning, and this also applies to IE. For 

168 “Active learning” (Bonwell & Eison 1991; Settles 2012) is any student-centered ap-
proach to instruction (on the difference between student-centered and teacher-centered 
models, see footnote no. 142) in which all learners are actively or experientially involved 
in the learning process. Typical active learning methods require practicing skills, discuss-
ing, solving problems, and making decisions. These kinds of strategies, as research shows 
(see, e.g., R. Carr, Palmer & Hagel 2015; Freeman et al. 2014; Prince 2004; Theobald et al. 
2020), significantly enhance students’ performance.
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instance, groups of different students at different language levels were 
offered lessons based on the playful teaching approach, in which learners 
were asked to compare (in Russian) two pictures depicting New Year cel-
ebrations in Russia with each other, identifying the differences between 
them, which consisted mainly in a traditional vs. more modern attitude 
towards New Year, visible from food, decorations, costumes, etc. Subse-
quently, there was a classroom discussion to reflect together on the ways 
in which New Year’s Eve is celebrated, instead, in Italy. The students liked 
this type of activity so much that they asked to repeat it with another 
subject (Carnival, or maslenitsa). Such activities, allowing cultural topics 
to be approached in a fun way, introduced learners to two holidays of 
which they had only minimal basic notions. These activities are exam-
ples of how to conjoin the effectiveness of authentic materials (in this 
case, images) with that of active learning (playful teaching approach), 
providing an opportunity for intercultural dialogue that shows the inter-
nal diversity of New Year’s Eve in Russia compared to Italy, insisting on 
the richness and complexity of both background and target cultures, due 
to individual and sociohistorical variations, to foster the development of 
students’ ICC. Another example of an activity that worked very well, 
carried out in several groups of A2-level students and grounded in task-
based teaching, involved the students, divided into small teams, choosing 
a place in the Russian Federation or in a Russian-speaking country they 
had never been to. With the help of some brochures and advertising ma-
terials on the Internet, learners had to use known vocabulary to invent 
short advertisements to convince Italian tourists to visit that place by ap-
pealing to their monuments, museums, and cultural heritage in general. 
This activity excited the students, who were able to explore many cultural 
aspects unfamiliar to them. It also encouraged the participants to make 
non-simple comparisons (stimulated by the visual aids) between the cul-
tural riches of the chosen Russia/Russian-speaking country and Italy, but 
also (for learners from different backgrounds and/or with broader cul-
tural knowledge) with other countries, learning to look at the subject of 
tourism from different points of view and training their critical cultural 
awareness (e.g., on the issues of ecotourism vs. mass tourism and art con-
servation and restoration), that is, achieving the final goal of the meeting 
and exchange of students’ cultures, on the one hand, and Russian and 
Russophone cultures, on the other (i.e., Principle 7 of the RFL intercultur-
al textbook focusing on the intercultural dialogue between the cultures 
involved from a non-essentialist and constructivist perspective). Again, 
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the combination of authentic materials (this time, tourist brochures and 
advertisements) and active learning methodologies (task-based teaching) 
allowed students to do satisfactory intercultural work.

Thirdly, the AR also facilitated a reflection on didactic planning. 
Overall, authentic texts and inputs presented during classes were careful-
ly selected by the teacher to be connected to intercultural objectives and 
accompanied by intercultural activities. The teacher kept a lesson plan in 
which the materials, steps, timing, and working methods for each lesson 
were indicated. It was precisely this careful planning that enabled the 
success of classes thus taught (as observed by the teacher and testified 
by the satisfaction questionnaires). Returning to the example of the New 
Year’s Eve lesson seen above, this lesson, which stimulated students’ ICC 
development and was so successful that it was repeated, was not im-
provised on the spot but planned in advance with a special lesson plan, 
which was meticulously followed. The latter outlined the materials used 
(authentic images), the steps to be taken (grammar study outside the ac-
tivity, required by the syllabus + activity: comparison between images 
and discussion), timing (10 minutes for grammar study + 30 minutes for 
comparison between images + 10 minutes for discussion) and the working 
methods (plenary work, i.e., classroom work of the teacher with students 
+ group work + plenary work). Similarly, an accurate planning effort was 
applied to the activity with the authentic tourism promotional materials 
described above, and with equal effectiveness from an intercultural view-
point and positive feedback from learners. However, improvised activi-
ties were also offered, and in those cases it was noted that the authentic 
materials employed without preliminary didactic planning lost all their 
intercultural potential, since the teacher failed to make full use of them 
for intercultural dialogue (see Section 4.2.2 for more details).

One main finding derived from COs in RFL classes: Authentic ma-
terials (especially literary readings and audiovisual inputs, which were 
most frequently used by the observed teachers) may be extremely useful 
for developing cultural and intercultural dimensions in an RFL class. The 
themes that were covered in the observed lessons—albeit, unfortunately, 
not usually accompanied by specific intercultural activities (as we will 
discuss in Section 4.2.2), contrary to Principle 2 on the explicit treatment 
of cultural aspects applied to textbooks in Subchapter 3.2, but also val-
id for teaching practices—concerned virtually all aspects of Russian and 
Russophone cultures, from geography to history, from literature to so-
ciety, from climate to art, from nature to architecture and politics (i.e., 
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Principles 3 and 4 on the inclusion of both Russian and Russophone cul-
tures and variety of cultural topics covered), surely giving learners many 
insights and suggestions for future studies, as well as stimulating them 
to look at target cultures from different perspectives. For example, in her 
second lesson with an A2-level group, a teacher projected a PowerPoint 
with Pushkin’s portrait and other authentic images (paintings, statues, 
etc.) to tell about the life of this poet, providing students with details 
previously unknown to them (e.g., his death in a duel and the Pushkin 
Museum in Vilnius, which has now become the Markučiai Manor Muse-
um). Particular and curious themes emerged (e.g., St. Petersburg’s “white 
nights,” artificial intelligence, and birds’ names), as well. Good opportuni-
ties also appeared, both proposed by the teachers themselves and through 
questions and requests for further study that came from the learners, for 
comparisons between target cultures and students’ own cultures (Amer-
ican, Chinese, Italian, French, Lithuanian, etc.) especially on historical, 
geographical, social, culinary, and literary levels. For example, a number 
of important and even sensitive issues were addressed from authentic 
target cultures’ inputs, such as nationality vs. citizenship (“Russian” vs. 
“citizen of the Russian Federation” + “Russophone”), collapse of the Sovi-
et Union, Russian and Russophone vs. world food, and Moscow’s and St. 
Petersburg’s museums and monuments. These topics, although generally 
unaccompanied by appropriate intercultural activities, again contrary to 
the abovementioned Principle 2—which detracted from their intercultur-
al effectiveness (see Section 4.2.2)—, did, however, open up discussions 
on Russian and Russophone cultures related (for these topics) to the stu-
dents’ source cultures (e.g., on similarities/differences), which allowed 
them to reflect on various cultures and to increase (though unfortunately 
only partially, as we will see later) their ICC.

In addition, COs have demonstrated that—similarly to the results of 
the AR previously illustrated—, authentic materials are extremely power-
ful intercultural tools only when selected correctly together with specific 
didactic planning and intercultural strategies. From this point of view, for 
instance, we found an RFL communication course on the subject of stress 
organized by one of the examined teachers to be extremely effective. The 
topic was covered with student presentations, supplemented by discus-
sions and further study in class with a multiplicity of cultural connections 
and stimuli based on authentic materials (e.g., blogs, videos, and pictures) 
accurately chosen and introduced (both by the students and the teacher), 
ranging from psychology to literature, medicine to art, sports to artificial 
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intelligence. The provided input allowed learners many opportunities for 
dialogue between the Russian-language world and their own background 
cultures. For example, a presentation by a student on stress in literature 
opened a discussion that led up to very varied and interesting in-depth 
analyses, including connections to various literatures and curiosities 
about target cultures (e.g., Pushkin’s stress during exile in the village of 
Boldino, or Boldinskaya osen’). Or again, following another presentation 
on the topic of stress for athletes, students and teacher started sharing 
about one another’s personal experiences of swimming and other sports, 
trying to find similarities and differences between countries and people, 
but also wondering about the many-sided levels of complexity enclosed 
in cultural comparisons (which may produce stereotypes). In these cases, 
discussion proved effective because it increased the students’ intercultur-
al sensitivity by enabling them to explicate their reflections on Russian 
and Russophone cultures with respect to their source cultures (mainly 
Lithuanian, Lithuanian-Russian bilingual, and Italian), but—as we have 
seen—going beyond static and essentialist comparisons. An equally ef-
fective use of authentic materials, combined with accurate didactic plan-
ning and the employment of apposite culture-teaching strategies, was 
that of another teacher, who habitually explained terms new to students 
by bringing in Russian-language movie plots as examples. Although the 
focus of these explanations was primarily grammatical in nature—as, for 
that matter, were all the uses we recorded of authentic materials during 
COs (see Section 4.2.2)—, the teacher often made cultural comments such 
that she could activate in learners the desire to explore those topics fur-
ther and engage with Russian and Russophone cultures. In other words, 
when planned and used properly, authentic materials managed to stim-
ulate reflection on both target and source cultures and dynamic compar-
ison and interaction between all cultures involved, in consonance with 
the overall goal of RFL intercultural teaching (see Chapter 1). It must be 
said, however, that these were exceptions, since for most of the classes 
observed we noticed a disorganized use of authentic materials, which 
undermined their cultural and intercultural effectiveness (for further de-
tails, refer to Section 4.2.2).

The teacher survey added further strengths in the addressing of Rus-
sian/Russophone cultural aspects during classes: first of all, the broad 
range of topics covered, from literature to pop culture. Among the top 
places, as illustrated by Fig. 5, we can find history and society (both with 
84,8%), followed by literature (75,8%), and then geography and music 
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(both with 72,7%), cinema (66,7%) and art (60,6%). As for the political and 
economic spheres, which also appear to be covered but actually present 
some critical issues, we will not dwell on them here but in Section 4.2.2. 
One teacher even reported addressing philosophical themes.

Fig. 5

Question No. 4 From the Teacher Survey

Secondly, teachers stated they employ a large variety of materials 
and strategies to teach culture.

Among teaching materials, teachers stressed the importance of 
using authentic materials of various kinds: from literary readings to 
audiovisual inputs (especially movies, bloggers’ videos, cartoons, and 
music clips), from articles and Internet posts to maps and pictures.

In particular, literature (as already seen during AR and COs) turned 
out to be a successful resource. For example, one teacher recalled pro-
posing students a successful activity connected with quotes from Rus-
sian classical literature.

The proposal of unusual teaching materials, such as artwork, is also 
very successful. For instance, one teacher made students discover Rus-
sian art works from the 19th and 20th centuries. Among the non-au-
thentic materials that can, however, serve and alternate with authentic 
ones, students’ PowerPoint presentations may also become good learn-
ing materials in peer-learning activities.
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The most common approaches being used by teachers are communi-
cative approach,169 playful teaching, task-based teaching, and coopera-
tive learning,170 implemented from a general active learning perspective.

Specific methods and techniques generally employed include: read-
ings, language analysis or translation, project works171 and verbaliza-
tion techniques,172 narrative strategies (i.e., the sharing of teachers’ own 
experience as native speakers), quizzes, discussions, debates, and tasks. 
The need to condense, systematize, and schematize cultural information 
through the use of cultural fact sheets was also recognized.

Individual and mini-group work was the teaching modality that re-
vealed itself to be the most successful for teaching culture during RFL 
classes. Among the most effective didactic tools is project work. One 
teacher recounted the success of a project work done by her students on 
Russia’s Carnival maslenitsa, which engaged learners emotionally and 
developed their ability to work independently. Another teacher wrote 
that, by conducting group projects involving the preparation by student 
groups of presentations on various topics concerning Russian culture 
together with their presentation in class and subsequent plenary dis-
cussion, it regularly happens that students become so passionate that 
they manage to intrigue and involve their classmates in discovering 
certain aspects of Russian culture. Not only that, but some of them go 
on to explore the topics independently and even do their BA/MA thesis 
on them.

Original activities are also very popular. One teacher proposed to 
her students a micro-interview with a Buryat teacher who told them 
about the multiculturality of the Russophone space and the peculiar-

169 For more details, see footnote no. 32.
170 “Cooperative learning” is an FLE approach based on theories of constructivism and 
critical pedagogy, implying “the instructional use of small groups so that students work 
together to maximize their own and each other’s learning” (D. Johnson & R. Johnson 1999: 
5). Cooperation, which can be defined as “a structure of interaction designed to facilitate 
the accomplishment of a specific end product or goal through people working together 
in groups” (Panitz 1999: 3), involves “the division of labour among participants, as an 
activity where each person is responsible for a portion of the problem solving” (Roschelle 
& Teasley 1995: 70).
171 A “project work” is a work involving multiskill activities, which focuses on completing 
a task (see footnote no. 163) linked to a detailed study of a subject that is interesting and 
relevant for students.
172 The so-called “verbalization” techniques are usually used in FLE to prompt learners’ 
reflection on the cognitive mechanisms underlying language learning (see Balboni 2008: 
169).
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ities of Buryat culture. Another teacher organized a seminar on the 
comparative political language of Russian leaders, which generated 
a series of independent research done by students, resulting in some 
cases in excellent theses. A third teacher offered her students real-life 
experiences, taking them to visit a Russian center and organizing a tea 
break with a real samovar. A fourth teacher successfully involved native 
speakers in her activities and organized trips to St. Petersburg. Another 
teacher commented on independent media news with students. There 
are teachers who habitually emphasize, in their lessons, direct experi-
ence (listening to music, watching movies, etc.). Another teacher asked 
his students to subtitle a short video and reported that learners learned 
a lot from this activity.

Activities that compare Russian/Russophone and students’ own cul-
tures (especially with the use of videos), giving students opportunities 
to learn both about target and source cultures (as per Principle 6 for 
textbook cultural contents), enjoy participants’ approval as well. For 
example, one teacher counted among the most successful intercultural 
activities the watching of a short movie accompanied by a discussion 
of its cultural aspects, combined with playful activities focused on the 
theme of Russian Christmas traditions. Another teacher prepared an 
activity on school organization, based on comparisons between Russian 
and Italian systems. A teacher commented: “I usually use comparisons 
between our culture and the cultures of my students’ countries. It’s 
very effective.” Another teacher habitually uses grammar exercises to 
comment on all the cultural issues and differences that arise. Lastly, one 
teacher watched with her students some videos from the Russian chil-
dren’s comedy TV show Eralash and noticed that learners liked them 
“because they have humor and reflect actual and sociocultural stereo-
types and problems,” but also because they gave them the opportunity 
to “compare what they see with what they have in their own country.” 
Now, the reader will recall that in Chapter 1 we criticized the compar-
ative method, which bases the teaching of culture in FL classes precise-
ly on the schematic comparison of cultures. However, we also pointed 
out how, in reality, just as stereotype formation is a natural fact, being 
a mechanism of identity defense (see Section 1.2.2), comparison also 
cannot (and must not) be prevented and is indeed a first step by which 
learners come into contact with the target culture(s), as also confirmed 
by the statements of RFL teachers. However, we need to remark again 
how, in order to talk about intercultural dialogue in the RFL lesson, 
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this comparison of background and target cultures a) should not be 
static but dynamic and b) should not be the ultimate goal of the lesson 
but only a step, precisely, and should still be followed by a critical and 
non-essentialist reflection within the multidimensional and flexible the-
oretical-operational framework illustrated in Section 1.1.1 (the ways in 
which this can be done in IE activities for the RFL university classroom 
will be discussed in Chapter 5).

Besides comparative activities (possibly—we would add—dynamic 
and non-essentialist, as said above), teachers recorded the high salience 
of cultural work enabled by translation. One teacher wrote: “The work 
of translation and, in particular, the translation of realia173 constitutes a 
privileged moment of cultural deepening with regard to the language/
culture studied, but also to one’s own language/culture.”

In addition to the wide variety of cultural topics touched upon, as 
well as of employed teaching materials and strategies for teaching cul-
ture in RFL university classes, the survey also permitted us to outline 
a third strength. This is given, on the one hand, by teachers’ cultur-
al preparation and teaching skills and experience, and, on the other, 
by students’ motivation, which both allow—to borrow one teacher’s 
words—an “immersion in the context.”

On a general level, the survey showed (once again) that culture 
plays a major role in RFL teaching. But not only that: the teacher-re-
spondents admitted that for them teaching cultural aspects is an inter-
esting part of their job. Many of them resulted as really engaged in this 
matter, even providing students with specific culture-related activities 
during Russian classes.

Some teachers have also proven to carry out their educational ac-
tions with a certain degree of awareness of the issues and risks involved, 
since they remarked the importance of teaching culture critically and 
“of teaching our students how to spot stereotypes about culture.” Oth-
er teachers also wrote that, in their opinion, “it is crucial to propose a 
vision of the Russian language that is not monolithic, but that accounts 
for the diversity that characterizes the Russian-speaking universe.” In 
this sense, they try to promote “a pluralist and dynamic view of Russian 
and Russophone cultures,” as well as “of the Russian language and its 
varieties.” A teacher commented that “the concept of Russian culture is 
too vague, since it refers to a very large country with many different 
cultural realities and languages within it.” Although teachers have not 

173 For a definition of this concept, see footnote no. 153.
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made explicit the teaching strategies employed in these cases, from the 
survey we can guess that they vary (while remaining, for this specific 
topic, on the level of traditional teaching approaches) from language 
analysis and reading activities to discussions. Nevertheless, it should 
be noted that such a critical and non-essentialist view of culture and 
its teaching, which corresponds to our theoretical principles set out in 
Subchapter 1.1, is peculiar to a minority and is not always successful, as 
many students remain attached to the myth of the “Russian soul” (as we 
will see in Section 4.2.2).

To conclude, teachers observed that teaching culture has multiple 
advantages, including:

1. It allows for increased stimulus for language study.
2. It broadens sensitivity to particularities of language that at first 

glance are difficult.
3. It acts positively on the formation of a more mature spatial-tem-

poral consciousness on the part of students.
After analyzing the positive aspects of today’s intercultural teach-

ing practices in the RFL classroom through the AR, COs, and the teach-
er survey, in the following section, we will also discuss their negative 
aspects.

4.2.2 Negative Aspects of RFL Intercultural Teaching

In this section, the negative aspects of modern RFL practices for 
intercultural teaching are presented, as showed by the AR, COs, and 
the teacher survey.

The AR verified that classes without the use of authentic materials, 
even if practice-oriented teaching approaches and methods congenial 
to students were employed (e.g., task-based teaching approach) instead 
of more traditional ones (e.g., grammar-translation method174), were 
not so successful as those which implied learners being offered authen-

174 The “grammar-translation method,” which was first employed in the teaching of clas-
sical languages (Latin and Greek) since the 17th century (Chastain 1976: 103) and hence 
also known as “classical method,” in the late 18th century became the main methodology 
to be used in FLs teaching. The grammar-translation method implied learning any FLs by 
translating literary passages from the target language into the students’ native language. 
As the final aim was to teach students how to read and write, oral communication was 
not practiced. Grammar was taught explicitly and deductively, and learners were usually 
required to memorize and apply grammatical rules that were isolated from a more global 
context (see Khan, Mansoor & Manzoor 2015; Kong 2011; Larsen-Freeman 2000: 11–22).
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tic inputs. For instance, during three RFL lessons, intermediate-level 
students were asked to perform a task comparing two non-authentic 
(educational) texts about the differences between Italy and Russia. The 
same task was then repeated utilizing authentic excerpts from Italian 
and Russian writers and video clips, with much more satisfactory out-
comes. Another example involved, with A1–A2 learners, the use of pur-
pose-created (non-authentic) audios and videos taken from RFL text-
books or found online, which did not stimulate students’ motivation in 
the same way as authentic audios and videos. It should be noted, among 
other things, that although not proficient in Russian, learners generally 
enjoyed and completed more effectively those activities that required 
listening to/viewing authentic materials, despite their being more diffi-
cult because the language was not always controlled and the pace was 
faster, as is natural.

Additionally, improvised treatment of (inter)cultural topics was not 
always the best option. Some classes were offered in which the cultural 
content had not been previously selected based on the objectives of the 
lesson, nor had any preparatory work of any kind been done (including 
the preparation of specific intercultural activities). In such cases, it was 
observed that, while the activities in general were still successful and 
students liked them, in most cases the authentic materials thus used 
(mainly advertisements, movie clips, music videos, and literary texts) 
were not exploited by the teacher in all their cultural and intercultural 
potentialities, precisely because proper planning had not been carried 
out. Moreover, during some classes, from students’ questions themes 
emerged that were not foreseen in the content of the classes them-
selves, pointing to Russian-language realia (e.g., country cottage dacha, 
traditional fermented beverage kvas, and cabbage soup shchi), which 
nevertheless had to be briefly explained to satisfy learners’ curiosity. 
Although the students expressed interest about the explanations they 
received, reacting with further questions, the lack of illustrative mate-
rials (e.g., photos) or narratives of experiences or comments from tar-
get language speakers meant that the explanation was in its own way 
incomplete and, as it was not backed up by appropriate materials and 
activities, there was no chance to create opportunities for intercultural 
dialogue. Clearly, it is not always possible for educators to anticipate 
(and thus, prepare for) the cultural topics that may arise from classroom 
interaction with learners. It must be said, though, that episodes like this 
one show the need for the teacher a) to reserve (to the extent possible) 
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a greater and separate space for culture (in addition to language teach-
ing), in compliance with Principle 1 on the importance to be given to 
cultural topics in RFL textbooks (see Subchapter 3.2), and b) to plan (to 
the extent possible) cultural and intercultural contents in advance, tak-
ing into account the specific objectives of the lesson.

Finally, based on our observations and satisfaction questionnaires 
administered to students at the end of the courses, longer intercultural 
activities (e.g., activities that lasted from more than 30 minutes to a 
whole lesson, the usual duration of which is two hours) were less ap-
preciated by students. This indicates that, in order to keep their motiva-
tion and concentration on the focus of the lesson high, it is preferable 
for the teacher to design shorter activities (mini-activities).

From COs, the following emerged: Systematic and organized use 
of authentic materials was rarely met. Instead, in most cases, authentic 
materials were employed without adequate planning, and thus their full 
potential was not realized. For example, a common feature of observed 
classes was the absence of structured work on the literary text: there 
was usually no motivation phase, but rather they began immediately 
with reading by students (in plenary mode where learners read aloud 
one sentence/part each or individually, in silence) or by the teacher 
(aloud), interspersed with or followed by grammar and translation ex-
ercises (without any synthesis or reflection activities). Another critical 
issue noted concerns the use of cartoons without the development of 
specific activities for their viewing (i.e., Principle 2 on explicit treat-
ment and work on culture was not met). Both the lack of a solid meth-
odological framework for the presentation of texts and audiovisual in-
puts and the non-use of targeted IE activities in our opinion are likely 
to negatively affect the value of intercultural RFL teaching.

Furthermore, all three teachers employed authentic texts or inputs 
in their classes, but their use (probably for a number of reasons due 
to—among other things—course objectives and time available) was lim-
ited to grammar or translation exercises and did not create opportu-
nities for learners for “reflection on one’s own culture(s),” “reflection 
on others’ culture(s),” and “comparison and interaction of cultures,” 
which we have seen to be the three pillars on which IE stands and on 
which the teaching of culture in FL and RFL classes should be based 
(refer to Section 1.1.2). For instance, one teacher asked students to find 
short adjectives in the verses of famous Russian poets, without pro-
viding them with any biographical explanation or historical/literary 
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contextualization. The lack of explication of the cultural content of the 
poems, coupled with the lack of reflection and dynamic comparison 
with the learners’ background cultures (i.e., Principles 1, 2, 6, and 7 of 
the RFL intercultural textbook were not followed) will certainly have 
enabled them to increase their grammatical knowledge, but not their 
ICC. Another teacher watched with learners the Soviet animated se-
ries Three From Prostokvashino just to enhance their lexical competence 
and retelling skill. Again, the fact that the cultural elements present in 
this realia-rich series were not discussed or otherwise given attention 
during the lessons made them virtually ‘invisible’: as a result, numerous 
opportunities for cultural and intercultural reflection were missed. A 
third teacher during an entire course worked with students from Ko-
rea, Lithuania, and France on Samuil Marshak’s poem Baggage, focus-
ing primarily on grammar and Russian-English translation (a partial 
contextualization of the poem, with some background on the author 
and literary-historical context, was offered to learners only in isolated 
moments and discontinuously, starting from Lesson 3, perhaps due to 
the “Hawthorne effect”175). Even in the face of the text’s linguistic sim-
plicity, the inability for students to come to grips with the context in 
which the poem was born, but also with its readings and possible in-
terpretations (including alternative and non-academic ones, such as the 
one circulating on the Internet that sees the lady who boards her little 
dog along with her luggage before setting off on a long train journey 
as a metaphor for Russia and its history), as well as the failure to focus 
at least on the explicit cultural aspects (the train ride in its dual guise 
as human experience and literary theme, and geography through the 
named stations), prevented possible cultural associations, comparisons, 
and reflections, for instance, with other literatures or with the learn-
ers’ own experience and different cultural contexts, thus nipping in the 
bud any opportunity for ICC development. In a nutshell, in this kind of 
classroom work the cultural elements were only supportive of linguistic 

175 The “Hawthorne effect,” first identified by organizational researchers in the 1920s, oc-
curs when people behave differently (changing or improving their behavior) because they 
know they are being watched. Given that by the end of the first lesson with that class we 
had shared with the teacher in question the objectives of our COs, it can be assumed that 
probably these rare and discontinuous moments of commentary (not linguistic or related 
to translation, but cultural) that followed were due to the impact on him of our observa-
tion—whose purpose and content he was then well informed of—and that hypothetically 
they might not have happened in the absence of observation and the associated psycho-
logical-behavioral situation described above.
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practice. Thus, we can say that, in the three cases brought as examples, 
the intercultural potential of authentic materials (specifically, literature 
and cartoons) was not fully exploited.

These COs not only further validated the findings of the AR (the im-
portance of authentic materials including literary texts and audiovisual 
inputs for the formation of learners’ ICC, the need for accurate and pre-
cise didactic planning for effective intercultural teaching, and students’ 
preference for short activities) but also revealed critical aspects of RFL 
IE-based teaching in general:

1. The use of authentic materials should be increased, as they en-
hance learners’ motivation and provide them with cultural in-
formation that has immediate relevance and interest.

2. The use of such materials for only grammar or translation 
(without proper cultural insights) is limiting, as their potential 
for intercultural work is neglected.

3. Cultural content should be introduced with proper preparation 
and instructional planning (not improvised) and in mini-activi-
ties (longer activities are less functional for intercultural aims).

The teacher survey attested—as will be remembered from Section 
4.2.1—that all teachers acknowledged the central role played by culture 
(on a par with language) in RFL classes. However, at the same time, the 
respondents lamented:

1. the scarcity of time to devote to cultural themes (since the 
courses are generally heavily focused on the teaching of gram-
matical-lexical structures);

2. the fact that cultural aspects emerge in the margins of lessons;
3. the need to occasionally improvise explanations of cultural ele-

ments not included in the lesson; and
4. the absence of appropriate teaching materials which are able a) 

to highlight cultural aspects and b) to put forward a non-stereo-
typical view of the Russian-language world.

In general, culture is of necessity given less space than language. 
As one teacher rightly observes, “The cultural element, then, enters, but 
sometimes indirectly: through the choice of materials that offer cues 
to present culture, but in fact are used to work on the purely linguistic 
level.”

Besides, teachers expressed their wish to address many aspects of 
Russian and Russophone cultures in more depth, including, for example, 
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art and music (both with 48,5%), cinema (45,5%), literature and history 
(both with 36,4%), geography (33,3%), and society (27,3%) (see Fig. 6).

Fig. 6

Question No. 5 From the Teacher Survey

The fact that many of these also appear among the topics actually cov-
ered (see Section 4.2.1) suggests to us that there is evidently not enough 
space in class (at least in the teachers’ perception) to address them.

A separate discussion should be made for politics and economics, 
which are among the least interesting topics for respondents (with only 
21,2% and 18,2% of teachers, respectively, wishing to integrate them more 
into their lessons), just as they were among those least considered in 
RFL classes (see Fig. 5). These are actually very controversial cultural is-
sues—along with some social topics—, which for some teachers “are of 
interest to students,” while according to others they do not enjoy much 
popularity among learners, so much so that these teachers maintain that 
the activities involving these areas (e.g., readings of texts describing Rus-
sia’s political and economic system) are approached by students without 
enthusiasm.

Other topics that do not always seem to interest or appeal to learners, 
in the respondents’ perspective, although they are in fact widely cov-
ered and teachers recognize their importance, as Figs. 5 and 6 show, are 
geography and history. As one teacher rightly comments, “It is difficult 
to choose areas of culture to explore that appeal to them, that interest 
everyone. There are always students who get bored.”
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As regards history, in particular, an intriguing finding is that respon-
dents working with Italian-speaking students pointed out some cultur-
ally sensitive issues, such as the Second World War. Strangely enough, 
even certain teaching choices within commonly popular topics (e.g., in 
the music area, Russian rock music, or some cinema themes) seem not 
necessarily to coincide always with learners’ cultural tastes and subjec-
tive preferences. Besides, one teacher noticed how students generally 
do not understand nor like Russian jokes. This, in our opinion, confirms 
the great sensitivity that the teacher should bring to bear in teaching 
culture and also (and especially) in dealing with learners, aimed at cap-
turing their predilections. At the same time, though, it must be kept in 
mind that, if the objectives of the lessons require them, certain topics or 
subtopics should not be avoided just because they seem/are ‘insidious’ 
and/or disliked by students, otherwise we would fall back on censorious 
intentions that are not functional for the careful teaching of Russian and 
Russophone cultures in RFL.

Along with a reflection on the treatment of cultural topics in RFL 
classes, the teacher survey also allows for reasoning on the type of ac-
tivities least suitable for teaching culture (in the respondents’ view). As 
resulted from the gathered data, traditional frontal instruction is gener-
ally not appreciated by learners, especially when the proposed topics are 
significantly detached from learners’ interests. For instance, one teach-
er who decided to talk about themes and writers of 19th-century Rus-
sian-language literature, was unsuccessful in teaching, since “for a lot 
of our students the works seem to speak another language, too far from 
their lives and emotions.” Not surprisingly (regarding the need to care-
fully plan the intercultural activities we discussed above), poorly planned 
and unbalanced activities, which, for instance, conveyed “an excessive 
quantity of information,” were also usually not well accepted.

One of the greatest difficulties for teaching Russian and Russophone 
cultures is the learners’ frequently insufficient background knowledge 
and/or reflective skills. One teacher asked his students to analyze a text 
full of prejudices and stereotypes, but was almost shocked to see that 
they hardly spotted them. Another teacher, who had assigned a transla-
tion from Russian into Italian, realized—not without some puzzlement—
that all the cultural aspects were either ignored or not perceived by half 
of the class.

It should also be taken into consideration that a large part in this is 
played by the lack of opportunity to visit Russia/Russophone countries 
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and/or limited contacts with Russian speakers due to the war. In this re-
gard, one teacher rightly noted that “a pure narrative, even if accompa-
nied by audiovisual materials, fails to make up for the direct experience of 
frequenting Russia, which is unfortunately very low in percentage.” This 
is actually also reflected in the student’s knowledge of the Russian-lan-
guage world and sometimes results in the difficulty of approaching cer-
tain cultural aspects unknown to him/her. For example, one teacher men-
tioned the great struggle her students had in understanding, within the 
culinary sphere, what kasha is and the reason for its popularity in Russia. 
According to the respondents, realia (e.g., zastol’ye) are generally difficult 
to explain, unless there has already been direct experience and/or closer 
contact with Russian speakers. In the words of one teacher: “It was much 
easier to explain Russian realia to students who had at least a short period 
of mobility in Russia. I am afraid that lack of such possibility can demoti-
vate even the most interested students.”

Moreover, many learners appeared to be fascinated by the myth of the 
“Russian soul,”176 thus making the goal of taking them from stereotype to 
sociotype (Section 1.2.2) and offering them a historicized, contextualized, 
complex, and multivarious idea of Russian and Russophone cultures (i.e., 
Principle 5 for the RFL intercultural textbook) very complicated or at least 
difficult to achieve. During a lesson one teacher presented to MA students 
some linguocultural studies177 devoted to the identification of typical na-
tional character traits from language data, which were concerned with 
the “Russian soul” and referred to the influence of large spaces on the 
Russian character, the generosity of Russians, their intolerance of rules, 
etc. The materials were described neutrally, although the intent of the 
lesson was to stimulate learners to think critically about the static nature 
and generalization of the cultural model proposed by linguocultural stud-
ies (which we discussed in Chapter 2). However, students were greatly 
attracted by the contents of the linguocultural discourse and the idea of 
Russian national character. At the end of the lesson, while some critical 
points of the narration offered by those studies were revealed to them, 
they showed some perplexity in accepting such an explanation, being 
firmly convinced, on the contrary, that there are indeed typical traits that 
characterize the Russian type (such as generosity, poor practical sense, 
etc.).

176 See Section 2.2.4.
177 See Section 1.3.1 and Chapter 2.
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Anyway, the teacher may also have his/her faults, which are given by 
the lack of a common cultural background with students, by a shortage 
of references to contemporary aspects of Russian and Russophone cul-
tures, and/or by the accent put on Russian culture (Russophone culture is 
sometimes forgotten), as well as by the poor knowledge of some aspects 
of Russian/Russophone cultures (e.g., some teachers admitted having an 
imperfect knowledge of political and economic issues related to Russia).

Traces of an essentialist view of culture (contrary to our starting the-
oretical framework and repeatedly abovementioned principles for the 
presentation of cultural contents) were also evident, as can be seen from 
Fig. 7. Many of the respondents (11, namely, 33,3%) declared themselves 
in favor of a static approach to the concept of culture, by agreeing on the 
fact that “culture is a traditional set of beliefs, behaviors, ideas, philoso-
phies, and practices shared by groups of people” (22 respondents, namely, 
66,7%, instead considered it as “a dynamic set of beliefs, behaviors, ideas, 
philosophies, and practices shared by groups of people”). Some of the 
teachers (10, namely, 30,3%) even went so far as to support the myth of 
the “Russian soul,” which they believed was worth teaching to RFL stu-
dents as learning content.

Fig. 7

Question No. 2 From the Teacher Survey

4.2.3 Conclusions and Final Considerations

The examination of modern IE-based teaching practices revealed 
strengths and weaknesses of the RFL didactic system on the basis of 
Italian and Lithuanian case studies (AR and COs) and a more general 
Euro-American context (teacher survey). This leads us to some general 
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considerations of what an intercultural RFL teaching should or should not 
look like.

In sum, the analysis identified a common strength, consisting of the 
variety of cultural topics covered in RFL classes and the strategies (ap-
proaches, methods, and techniques) deployed to teach culture. In partic-
ular, the teacher survey indicated the usefulness of task-based teaching, 
playful teaching, and other practice-oriented approaches and methods 
grounded in active learning, student-centered models, and educational 
philosophy of “learning by doing” (Dewey 1938), which was in line with 
the research on the subject (see, e.g., Bonwell & Eison 1991; Fowler & 
Yamaguchi 2020; Havis 2020; McKiernan, Leahy & Brereton 2013). Hence, 
for instance, the effectiveness of techniques that allow active experimen-
tation with the content learned during a course (such as project work) or 
involve direct contact with the target cultures (e.g., techniques entailing 
experiential, comparative, and translation practices). In contrast, more 
traditional, frontal ways of approaching culture, based on teacher-cen-
tered models that implied students’ passivity, were found by teachers to 
be less effective.

Other positive aspects were recognized in the teacher’s preparation 
and skills, as well as learners’ motivation, which certainly account for a 
large part of the success of an intercultural RFL lesson (and any lesson in 
general). On the other hand, however, it has emerged that both teachers 
and students often somehow fail to give/get the best out of dialoguing 
with Russian and Russophone cultures in the classroom. This is because, 
as far as the teachers are concerned, in many cases they have a differ-
ent cultural background than their learners (Moloney & Saltmarsh 2016), 
do not know some aspects of the target cultures (Atay 2005; Omaggio 
1993: 358) and/or do not refer to them in their classes (this applies espe-
cially to contemporary culture), and/or emphasize Russian culture more 
than Russophone culture. It should also be kept in mind that, if it is true 
that educators overall attribute a fundamental role to culture and admit 
the importance of avoiding stereotypes in their teaching, in fact few are 
those who implement the critical teaching of culture, since—as evidenced 
by the teacher survey—essentialist visions of culture and sympathies for 
the idea of   the “Russian soul” still persist. Coming instead to students, 
they frequently lack prior knowledge and/or a capacity for reflection/
self-reflection and critical analysis, also due to the impossibility of vis-
iting Russia/Russophone countries and having experiences and contacts 
with Russian-language speakers. This explains why, as shown by the sur-
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vey, they may get easily captivated (at the same level as teachers) by the 
myth of the “Russian soul.”

Another weakness noted regards the deficiency of adequate time 
and space for culture, which—as is well known—is a problem not only in 
the RFL area, but in any language learning experience (Gonen & Saglam 
2012: 28; Lafayette 1988; Tanner, Shvidko & Rasmussen 2009). In particu-
lar, as far as RFL is concerned, since lessons are normally dedicated to the 
teaching of grammar and vocabulary (also with a focus on translation), 
consequently the cultural elements—which are not the subject of learn-
ing—come up (when they do) only at the margins and occasionally.178

But now let us turn to teaching materials, which deserve a separate 
discussion.

The AR, COs, and the teacher survey confirmed that the use of au-
thentic materials (Galloway 1985; Omaggio 1993) is central to the devel-
opment of RFL learners’ ICC, since they offer a well-rounded picture of 
Russia and Russian-speaking contexts. In providing learners with cul-
tural information relevant to them, this kind of material incomparably 
fosters their motivation, which was one of the major strengths of current 
RFL intercultural teaching that became evident from the research. In fact, 
although audiovisual inputs and literary texts (i.e., the types of authentic 
materials most used by teachers) may be difficult for students, they are at 
the same time extremely challenging, stimulating them, on the one hand, 
to push their own limits of linguistic skill, and on the other, to venture 
out on a journey to discover different aspects of Russian and Russophone 
cultures. For this reason, in general they prove more effective for inter-
cultural work than non-authentic materials (see also Gilmore 2011; Guar-
iento & Morley 2001; Mishan 2004; Peacock 1997).

Given these premises, relying on authentic materials only for work-
ing on grammar or translation (as was observed during the COs) was 
found to be limiting. Indeed, literature, newspapers, blogs, movies, car-
toons, and other inputs can (or rather, should) be used for intercultural 
work in RFL classrooms as well, because they are culturally rich textual 
materials that can prompt and/or encourage intercultural reflection.

Another weakness that resulted from the examination was the use of 
authentic materials in an often improvised manner without adequate in-

178 It should be noted that the findings in this research are parallel to those in Gonen and 
Saglam’s (2012) and Sercu’s (2005) studies, who found that teachers of English as a foreign 
language and more general FLE educators introduce culture and practice culture-teaching 
activities in their classrooms not on a daily basis, but from time to time.
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structional planning. To be fair, it must be said that a) sourcing such ma-
terials is not easy and b) not all materials are didactically usable/valid (in 
the survey, teachers complained about the lack of adequate materials for 
teaching culture), and these difficulties may naturally affect teachers’ ac-
tions and the whole educational process. Nevertheless, in order to make 
the most of the benefits of this type of resource, solid pre-lesson prepa-
ration is essential, which includes choosing the materials, deciding on 
the manner of their presentation, and choosing/creating accompanying 
intercultural activities (in addition to other organizational aspects such 
as, e.g., calculating the timing of the various phases of the lesson and 
deciding on the modalities of work: individual, pair, group/cooperative, 
plenary). Where this preparatory work was done, as testified mainly by 
the AR and rare examples of COs, the quality of intercultural teaching 
was perceived to be higher.

As concerns intercultural activities, the AR showed how the students’ 
preference is for short intercultural activities, up to 30 minutes long (max-
imum). Therefore, teachers should be aware of this limit when choosing/
preparing such activities, so as to ensure that learners’ motivation and 
concentration do not get lost. Among other things, designing mini-activ-
ities also makes up for the lack of time (see above) by guaranteeing even 
minimal but assured space for culture in RFL classes.

In a nutshell, making full use of the intercultural potential of authen-
tic materials requires that RFL teachers carefully plan classes with (in-
ter)cultural content and arrange appropriate strategies and activities for 
working on ICC.

4.3 Conclusion

In this fourth chapter, we analyzed the current practices employed 
by RFL teachers in the Italian, Lithuanian, and Euro-American contexts 
more generally to teach culture and to encourage intercultural dialogue 
between Russian and Russophone cultures and those of learners, in order 
to ascertain, on the one hand, the teaching materials used (with a special 
accent on authentic materials), and, on the other hand, the most frequent-
ly adopted and most effective teaching strategies. The purpose was to 
understand how culture was commonly taught in RFL university classes 
and how such teaching could be improved.

The examination revealed several strengths of modern RFL teaching 
from an intercultural perspective, such as the variety of cultural topics 
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covered and of the strategies employed, the effectiveness of authentic 
materials and practice-oriented approaches/methods, teacher’s profes-
sionalism, and learners’ motivation.

However, weaknesses were also identified. Besides criticalities out-
side the scope of the teacher’s possible intervention (e.g., lack of time 
and poor prior knowledge of the learners), negative aspects that can 
definitely be changed and that will need more implementation were also 
highlighted, such as poor or absent instructional planning in the choice 
and utilization of authentic materials and their use only for grammar or 
translation work, as well as the excessive length of intercultural activi-
ties. Moreover, essentialist ideas of culture, not conducive to IE (Chapter 
2), were often detected in both teachers and students.

In the next and last chapter, we will see how such critical issues can 
be overcome in practice, based on some new operating principles and 
intercultural activities for the RFL classroom.



5. How to Teach RFL in an Intercultural 
Perspective Today

Having examined RFL intercultural teaching practices, noting both 
their positives and negatives, and drawing some general insights into 
the teaching of culture (Chapter 4), in this fifth and last chapter, we will 
descend into concrete practice and attempt to offer some examples of 
intercultural activities, accompanied by detailed comments (Subchap-
ter 5.3) and preceded by a description of their general ideas (Subchap-
ter 5.2) and of the main methodological principles that, in our opinion, 
must underlie RFL classes with an intercultural approach (Subchapter 
5.1).

5.1 Methodological Principles for RFL Intercultural 
Teaching

In light of the theoretical background offered in Section 1.1.2 and 
of what has been said so far, here we will provide some methodological 
principles for teaching culture in the RFL classroom on which later we 
will build our proposal for intercultural activities (see Subchapters 5.2 
and 5.3).

These operative principles, illustrated in Fig. 8 and explained in the 
following pages, are:

• Principle 1: appropriate space for culture teaching;
• Principle 2: use of authentic materials; and
• Principle 3: employment of active learning techniques.
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Fig. 8

Methodological Principles for RFL Intercultural Teaching

The first principle includes an appropriate space for culture teaching.
This principle, which may seem trivial at first glance, is not trivial at 

all. In fact, we know from the literature that the way culture is taught 
deserves special attention (Schulz & Ganz 2010; see also Section 1.1.2) 
and that the time factor (see also Sections 4.2.2 and 4.2.3) is among the 
greatest obstacles to the integration of culture in the FL classroom, which 
for many scholars (e.g., Bada 2000; Byram 1989; Byram, Esarte-Sarries & 
Taylor 1991; Byram & Kramsch 2008; Hymes 1964; Liddicoat & Scarino 
2013; Stockwell 2018) is the goal educators must strive towards in order 
to foster their students’ ICC.

While we do not wish to suggest here that we should go as far as the 
drastic solution of separating the teaching of culture from the teaching of 
language and devoting extra space to the former, we would like to claim 
for Russian and Russophone cultures a space of their own—also in accor-
dance with our Principle 1 for the RFL intercultural textbook on space 
reserved for cultural topics (see Subchapter 3.2), now applied to the RFL 
lesson—, which can be either inside or outside the RFL lesson, depending 
on the characteristics of the program/syllabus and the specific teaching 
needs.

Even in the case where program conformation and lack of time oblige 
the teacher to concentrate on grammatical-lexical content (as, moreover, 
had also emerged from our analysis of intercultural practices in the pre-
vious chapter), we believe that nevertheless it may be not entirely infea-
sible to try to carve out (even a little) time (e.g., at the end of lessons or 
in the middle of a lesson, as a break from grammar teaching) to deal with 
culture without (or with less) insistence on purely linguistic aspects.

The second principle concerns the use of authentic materials.179

Through the investigation of teaching practices conducted in Chap-
ter 4, we had already observed in this case the usefulness of employing 
authentic materials such as literary texts and audiovisual inputs for IE-

179 For a definition of this concept, see Subchapter 4.2.
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based teaching of RFL. Here it is worth doing a little more in-depth re-
flection on both of these types of authentic materials, which in the next 
subchapters will form the basis for our teaching ideas and suggestions.

Among authentic materials, literary texts180 occupy a prominent role 
in intercultural RFL teaching.

Literature has long been recognized as one of the pillars of FLE (e.g., 
Babaee & Yahya 2014; Brumfit & Carter 1986; Duff & Maley 1990; G. Hall 
2005; Lazar 1993). In the RFL field specifically, the use of literature in 
classrooms has been the object of several studies since the 1970s, which 
have examined literary texts and teaching from different perspectives, 
considering linguodidactic, pedagogical, and psychological aspects (e.g., 
Akishina & Kagan 2002; Klychnikova 1973; Kulibina 2001, 2015, 2018; 
Zhuravlёva & Zinov’yeva 1984).

Literary texts can be integrated into RFL classes in two main ways: as 
the focus of the lesson (e.g., lessons built entirely around literary texts) 
and as supplementary materials (e.g., in-depth cultural insights on au-
thors and/or texts encountered in class or new ones).

As will be remembered, the examination of current RFL teaching 
practices revealed that the exploitation of literature for only grammar 
or translation purposes is rather limiting (see Subchapter 4.2 and esp. 
Section 4.2.2). Indeed, Russian and Russophone literatures can be used 
for intercultural work in RFL classrooms, as well. The role of literature in 
shaping the ICC181 of RFL learners is well argued by Kulibina182 (2015: 26–
30), who views a literary text as a “communicative unit” or a “means of 
communication,” through which learners develop their ICC (along with 
linguistic skills and communicative abilities).183 In other words, literature 

180 It is clear that a literary text can also be presented in other textual forms than the pa-
per/book form (e.g., as an audiobook or set to music poetry, or even clips with readings 
of literary excerpts), however, for convenience here we distinguish it from audiovisual 
inputs (see below) by understanding it in its fundamentally ‘traditional’ written (i.e., only 
visual) form, whether in print or digital format, but without integration with other chan-
nels (as we had done—it will be remembered—also in Chapter 4). After all, it is our own 
practice as a learner first, and as a teacher later, as well as the general structure of RFL 
courses and their commonly set goals, that teach us that generally this is the primary use 
of literature (as a visual resource in paper/digital version).
181 See Sections 1.1.1 and 1.3.1, and Chapter 2.
182 See footnote no. 106.
183 However, we have seen that Kulibina’s intercultural perspective, as well as the general 
point of view of most RFL scholars, is embedded in national and essentialist dynamics (see 
Chapter 2), to which we have so far offered a theoretical alternative. In this chapter we 
will also add our practical-operational proposal for modern non-essentialist RFL intercul-
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“can help the students enhance their perception of other cultures and 
societies” (Babaee & Yahya 2014: 84); in doing so, it provides added value 
to RFL classes, offering an opportunity to work with authentic texts that 
reflect the verbal heritage of the Russian and Russophone worlds and 
give insights into the cultural universe of Russian-language speakers.

Relying on what we have said, it follows that RFL should not be taught 
without the inclusion of literary texts, which, despite potential difficulties 
in organizing classroom work for lower levels—where “the small amount 
of vocabulary and grammar knowledge, lack of understanding of the sty-
listic structure of the ... Russian language, poor reading skills” require 
the teacher to choose simpler texts and/or adapt the most complex ones 
(Grintsevich 2021: 28)—, are one of the most useful and interesting text 
types for intercultural activities.

Of course, alongside literary texts, RFL intercultural teaching can also 
benefit from other text-based resources commonly used by teachers to 
work on ICC, as witnessed by the teacher survey (see Subchapter 4.2), 
such as newspapers, which are equally as stimulating and useful for (in-
ter)cultural reflection.

Audiovisual inputs are also extraordinarily functional in enhancing 
the student’s ICC.

These multimedia resources, which combine audio and visual ele-
ments (sound, images, and sometimes text) to convey information, cover 
a variety of media such as videos, movies, presentations, animations, au-
dio and video recordings, and other interactive content, and have been 
increasingly studied in applied linguistics (see, e.g., Montero Perez 2022). 
On the positive effects of audiovisual materials on FL learning, the re-
search has no doubt (see, e.g., Kono 2022). They are very familiar and 
welcome to the student, belonging to the digital and engaging multime-
dia world that is his/her own.

The integration of information and communication technologies like 
mobile phones, computers, tablets, messaging apps, and social networks 
into FL teaching had an enormous impact on the teaching of language, 
but also on the development of learners’ ICC (see, e.g., Chun 2011; Levy 
2007; Müller-Hartmann 2000; J. Schneider & von der Emde 2006; Stock-
well 2015; Ware & Kramsch 2005). For example, students may use the 
Internet to search for cultural information on Russia and/or Russophone 
countries or chat through social networks with peers from Russian and/
or Russophone cultural backgrounds during IE-based activities. Movies, 

tural teaching (see Subchapters 5.2 and 5.3).
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cartoons, documentaries, news programs, TV series and shows, song 
clips, YouTubers’ and TikTokers’ videos, advertisements, games, and oth-
er inputs, are extremely powerful learning tools and meet the preferred 
interaction modes of young people, whose lifestyle is deeply influenced 
by technologies. With regard to the specific RFL field, research emphasiz-
es the pedagogical value of Internet resources for the study of language 
as well as culture (e.g., Azimov 2012; Chechik 2019; Rusetskaya, Rublёva 
& Khekhtel 2019; Shchukin 1981).

Like literary texts (but probably even more), audiovisual inputs also 
boast great flexibility of use: in fact, they can be employed in RFL lessons 
as the core of the entire lesson, or as ancillary or supplementary materials 
to be presented at a later moment or intended for personal study even 
outside the classroom.

According to the results of our analysis of RFL practices (see Chapter 
4), making full use of the intercultural potential of authentic materials 
(and literature and audiovisual inputs in particular) requires that teachers 
carefully plan lessons with (inter)cultural content and arrange appropri-
ate strategies for working on ICC.

Our third and last principle for RFL intercultural teaching has to do 
precisely with teaching strategies aimed at taking advantage of the inter-
cultural use of authentic materials and involves the employment of active 
learning184 techniques185 especially derived from communicative, playful 
teaching, task-based teaching, and cooperative learning approaches186 
(whose effectiveness was demonstrated in Chapter 4), or also a combina-
tion of these.

As will be recalled from Subchapter 4.2, active learning, that is, stu-
dent-centered teaching approaches where learners are actively involved 
in the learning process (e.g., they are asked to discuss, practice skills, 
make decisions, and solve problems), are particularly effective for both 
language and culture teaching.187

For our intercultural activities (Subchapters 5.2 and 5.3) we will look 
especially at four active learning techniques that we think enable us to de-
velop students’ ICC by fostering their critical cultural awareness188 while 
motivating them and putting them at the center of their learning: role 

184 See footnote no. 168.
185 For a definition of this term, refer to footnote no. 166.
186 See footnotes no. 32, 162, 163, and 170.
187 An in-depth discussion on training methods and tools for IE can be found in Fowler & 
Yamaguchi (2020).
188 For more on this concept, refer to Section 1.1.1.
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play, storytelling, case studies, and group activities (specifically, games). 
These techniques were favored over others for three reasons: first, they 
are among the most widespread tools for IE training (see Deardorff 2020; 
Fowler & Yamaguchi 2020). Secondly, in our view, they are the ones most 
suitable for intercultural reflection in the university setting as part of 
Russian RFL classes. Finally, they lend themselves well to use in mini-ac-
tivities.189

Role play and storytelling are teaching techniques that ideally would 
require classroom modes of work in pairs, small groups, or plenary (i.e., 
where the whole class works with the teacher), depending on the lesson 
objectives, on the work style preferred by the specific class, and on the 
teacher’s own preferences. Both techniques also call for preparatory (role 
play) or core (storytelling) individual work.

In particular, during role play, “Students are asked to pretend tempo-
rarily that they are someone else and to perform in the target language as 
if they were that person” (Larsen-Freeman 2000: 84). According to some 
scholars (e.g., Scarcella & Oxford 1992; Tompkins 1998), role play differs 
from simulations because in the latter learners play natural roles that they 
sometimes play in real life (e.g., shopping or booking a hotel), whereas in 
role play participants play more imaginative and unlikely/fictional parts 
(e.g., famous actor or singer). However, literature agrees that, both in role 
play and simulations, students have considerable autonomy over their 
own learning, while the teacher, after designing the general structure of 
the role play (Cummings & Genzel 1990) and giving instructions, does 
not participate actively but rather (s)he “becomes the Controller, and con-
trols the event in the same way as a traffic controller, helping the flow of 
traffic and avoiding bottlenecks, but not telling individuals which way to 
go” (Jones 1982: 32).

This technique, which is very popular in the FLE area (Ladousse 1987; 
Livingstone 1983), is widely used in RFL and addressed by related re-
search (e.g., Balakina 2020; Drużyłowska 2023; Potapova 2002; Senchen-
kova 2020), in addition to also having many other applications (Milroy 
1982).

Role play presents a high number of pros, since it encourages genuine 
communication and active involvement, stimulates students to use their 
imagination, fosters their motivation in FL learning, and promotes effec-

189 This is why, for example, other techniques such as project work, also found to be 
among the most effective by the teacher survey (see Subchapter 4.2 and esp. Section 4.2.1), 
were of necessity discarded, as they usually require a much longer working time.
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tive interpersonal relations and the development of social skills. “In order 
for a simulation to occur,” notes Jones (1982: 113), “the participants must 
accept the duties and responsibilities of their roles and functions, and do 
the best they can in the situation in which they find themselves.” More-
over, for Deardorff (2020: 8), role play “Involves experiential learning, al-
lows participants to practice IC [intercultural] skills in a safe setting, pro-
vides a mechanism for generating feedback on communication/behavior.”

But let us focus on ICC. Role play is extremely important for teaching 
learners decentration and critical thinking in IE processes, because par-
ticipants—as we said earlier—are required to imagine themselves “in dif-
ferent social contexts and in different social roles” (Larsen-Freeman 2000: 
134). Thus, such a technique becomes an excellent way to raise students’ 
cultural awareness (see, e.g., Di Pardo Léon-Henri & Jain 2017; Tomalin 
& Stempleski 1993; Xu 2011).

Storytelling, instead, implies telling (or listening to) stories or nar-
ratives orally or in written form (text on paper/in electronic version) “to 
value, share, and capitalize on the knowledge of individuals” (Serrat 2017: 
839). Storytelling may be applied to FL teaching in the following forms 
(Bagretsova 2020: 31):

1. orally: stories/narratives to be read/told to the teacher or to other 
students; in the form of an audio or video recording;

2. in writing: paper text/electronic format;
3. in the form of visual content as storytelling aids: illustrations, 

situational images, comics, presentation slides, animations, info-
graphics, and so on;

4. in a combination of forms (hybrid format): orally based on visual/
audio/audiovisual aids; in writing based on visual/audio/audiovi-
sual aids; orally based on text, video/animation.

This technique enjoys great popularity in RFL field as well (see, e.g., 
Fesenko, Suvorova & Novikova 2023; Saydakhmetova 2020; Sheremet & 
Ozdemir [Özdemir] 2021; Tszin [Jing] & Nizkoshapkina 2023).

Stories and narratives are a valuable source for language learning 
(Bagretsova 2020; Blaine & Seely 1997; Mixon & Temu 2006). The main 
advantage of storytelling is that the sharing of perspectives, ideas, and 
beliefs through what is being read/told/listened to may “evoke powerful 
emotions and insights” (Serrat 2017: 839), and at the same time “educate, 
illustrate, enlighten, and inspire” (Arunraj 2017: 30), thus strengthening 
educative experiences. Active learning is made possible by the fact that 
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“Students are invited to discuss the listened story, express their opinion, 
and predict scenarios” (Nazarova 2022: 427).

Besides providing the opportunities for students to express them-
selves spontaneously and creatively in the FL, telling (and listening to) 
stories, as showed by Baldasaro, Maldonado, and Baltes (2014), Dunn and 
Cherup (2023), Hendrickson (1992), and Sell (2017), also contribute to sig-
nificantly raising the level of learners’ intercultural sensitivity.190 That is, 
such a technique, similarly to role play, allows participants both to reflect 
on culture and intercultural interactions and to put themselves in the 
others’ shoes, and is therefore equally instrumental in enhancing ICC. 
“Through the sharing of life experiences situated within specific cultur-
al contexts,” Deardorff (2020: 15) rightly observes, “participants come to 
learn more about themselves, as well as their fellow humans, and through 
this process, participants further develop key elements of intercultural 
competencies, including greater self-awareness, openness, respect, re-
flexivity skills, empathy, increased awareness of others, and, in the end, 
greater cultural humility.”

In addition to role play and storytelling, we will consider also case 
studies and an example of group activities (games). Case studies, like 
role play and storytelling, may entail different modes of classroom work, 
which range from individual to pair work, from work in groups to ple-
nary work. Group activities, instead, as suggested by their name, are col-
laborative and cooperative activities specially planned for work in (small 
or larger) groups. Here we will look specifically into the didactic use of 
games.

Let us examine their characteristics and intercultural potential value.
Case studies are very productive for RFL teaching, and that is why 

this technique never ceases to attract the attention of contemporary 
scholars (see, e.g., Chernobrovkina 2022; Suyarova & Veliyeva 2021; Yu-
supova 2021).

As Yusupova (2021: 75) summarizes, the concept of case study implies 
a teaching strategy encompassing an “active analysis of a problem situa-
tion, based on learning by solving specific situational problems.”

Through case studies learners are offered scenarios to reflect on their 
understanding and solutions to problems in real-world situations. Care-
fully designed case studies challenge critical thinking and problem-solv-
ing skills (Brooke 2006; Levine 1994; McKeachie 1999: 177) in an open, 
interactive, and engaging learning environment.

190 For a definition of this term, refer to Subchapter 1.1.
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According to Nodari (1995: 176), this technique has the advantage of 
making students apply practical skills creatively instead of calling for a 
mechanical reproduction of already acquired knowledge. Furthermore, it 
contributes to increasing classroom motivation and participation (Herre-
id 1994).

If employed with a group mode work, it involves five stages (Matyu-
shenko 2010), which generally govern the work done by FL learners:

1. analysis of the materials and formulation of the problem;
2. search for additional information (if necessary);
3. discussion on how to solve the problem;
4. selection of the best solution (after comparison of all proposed 

solutions);
5. presentation and defense of that solution.
Since it “Provides concrete examples for discussion, engages partic-

ipants through exploration of solution(s),” case study is also included by 
Deardorff (2020: 7–8) among intercultural training tools.

In view of the above-described peculiarities, as evidenced by the lit-
erature on the subject (e.g., Brander 1998; Haydari & Holmes 2015; McK-
ay-Semmler 2022; Shokhidova 2023; Witchalls 2015), case studies can 
help strengthen learners’ ICC by stimulating their critical cultural aware-
ness, encouraging renegotiation of meanings and reconceptualization of 
diversity.

Also group activities are valuable resources towards the achievement 
of ICC, since they “Can focus on particular aspects of ICC [intercultural 
competencies], engage[s] in face-to-face interaction, allow[s] for guid-
ance and feedback from trained facilitator” (Deardorff 2020: 8). In par-
ticular, we have decided to concentrate here on games, which provide 
excellent opportunities for reflecting on cultural differences.

According to the psychologist and educator El’konin (1978: 20), a 
game can be considered as “such an activity in which social relations 
between people are recreated outside the conditions of directly utilitarian 
activity.” In the specific field of FLE, Shchukin (2008: 111) defines it as “a 
form of activity in conditional situations, aimed at recreating and assim-
ilating social experience.”

In general, games are becoming increasingly popular as a means to 
motivate learners and engage them in the intercultural learning process. 
Extensive research supports the association between game-based prac-
tices and increased motivation and students’ performance, as games are 
stimulating and fun for FL teaching and learning. Today, gamification, 
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understood as the employment of play features in non-gaming contexts 
(Bista et al. 2012), is now established as a way to encourage and promote 
active learner participation (Tóth, P. Lógó & E. Lógó 2019) and critical 
thinking (Mao et al. 2022).

Among the many benefits of using games in the classroom, we can 
mention that they function as a break from standard lesson contents and 
routine, they are exciting and challenging, and they can be employed 
with learners of all ages. That is why also in the RFL field the use of games 
in lessons is the subject of numerous studies and methodological devel-
opments (e.g., Аkishina 2011; Birova 2016; Nuss & Kogan 2023).

Games, whether more traditional or digital, nonetheless enhance the 
ICC of players (see, e.g., Bender & Erle 2023; Mihăilă 2011; Raybourn 
2009; Shliakhovchuk & Muñoz García 2020), and RFL learners are no ex-
ceptions (see, e.g., Cherneva 2019; Chilikina, Son & Khorokhorina 2021). 
In short, to recall Seelow’s (2022) book, along with the other teaching 
techniques discussed here, games can be seen as “transformative experi-
ences” which are capable of developing students’ cultural awareness and 
deep learning.

Bearing in mind the methodological principles for IE-based RFL 
teaching described so far, in the next subchapter we are going to give 
details of the general design behind the structure and rationale of the ex-
amples of intercultural activities which will be offered in Subchapter 5.3.

5.2 RFL Intercultural Activities: A General Description

In this subchapter, we provide an overview of the structure, contents, 
and purposes of our intercultural activities (Subchapter 5.3), which take 
stock of what has been said so far, our theoretical assumptions (Chapter 
1) and the critical issues reported with reference to the RFL academic 
sphere and textbooks (Chapters 2 and 3), as well as the results of the ex-
amination of intercultural teaching practices (Chapter 4).

These proposals arise from our many years of teaching experience 
in the Italian university context and are therefore intended primarily for 
RFL learners in Italy. However, by virtue of their structure, they are suit-
able for use not only with Italian-speaking students but with any RFL 
target learners and learning environments. Moreover, they may offer an 
operative framework for devising appropriate and effective intercultur-
al activities to be carried out in RFL classes with modern students (also 
adapted to specific teaching situations).
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IE and ILE areas have seen no shortage of attention towards concrete 
cues for intercultural didactics, bridging the gap from the theory to the 
practice of language and culture teaching (see, e.g., CoE 2015; Corbett 
2010; Deardorff & Berardo 2012; Seelye 1996; Stringer & Cassiday 2009).

For the specific RFL field, examples of intercultural activities have 
been designed especially by Berdichevskiy et al. (2011), Berdichevskiy, 
Giniatullin, and Tareva (2020), and Petrikova, Kuprina, and Gallo (2015). 
However, these activities a) normally suffer from the essentialist view 
of the Russian language and its cultural space, typical of traditional RFL 
academic thought, which we have already had a chance to discuss in 
Subchapter 1.3 and in Chapter 2, and b) according—again—to RFL con-
ventions in IE, they are mainly oriented towards the teaching of culture 
through the acquisition of grammar, vocabulary, and language skills (see 
Section 1.3.1), as well as generally employing passive (and not active) 
learning strategies that do not always satisfy the real needs of students, 
as configured by the AR, COs, and the teacher survey (see Chapter 4).

The original RFL intercultural activities we offer here try to fill this 
gap. The main idea behind them is that an RFL IE-based activity should 
not merely present basic facts about the target cultures (as commonly 
happens in those included in the books named above), but rather engage 
students in the process of deeper understanding of the target as well their 
own cultures, in order to give rise to intercultural dialogue.191

Let us make an important point. Whereas traditional RFL activities, as 
we have seen, claim to teach culture but rather teach language in culture, 
and thus the cultural dimension is actually subordinated to the linguistic 
one, our activities are directed, instead, at practicing culture (which is the 
core of an intercultural RFL lesson) through language (which is the vehi-
cle of it). Therefore, we actually conceive of them as independent/parallel 
or supplementary to language work (e.g., on grammar). It should also be 
said that what is proposed here is “culture teaching,” which differs from 
mere “talking about culture” or simple generic discussions about culture 
in its “intentionality” and “focus” (Tanner, Shvidko & Rasmussen 2009). 
Such “culture teaching” is placed within an intercultural perspective that 
allows—as will be remembered from Section 1.1.1 and Fig. 2—the two tar-
get cultures (Russian and Russophone) and multiple identities of Russian 
speakers to be incorporated into RFL teaching on a daily basis and to ini-
tiate intercultural dialogue between them and the learners’ background 
cultures and multiple identities.

191 See Section 1.1.1.
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To do this, the activities originate, on a theoretical level, from the 
fundamentals for teaching culture in RFL according to a non-essentialist, 
critical, and reflective intercultural approach as expressed in Chapter 1, 
that are (let us briefly recapitulate):

• Russian and Russophone cultures as target cultures in RFL;
• intercultural dialogue as dynamic interaction between the mul-

tiple cultures and identities of the RFL learner and the Russian 
speaker;

• culture and interculturality as complex, fluid, and multifaceted 
social constructs.

Besides these assumptions, we also looked at the seven principles for 
dealing with cultural topics contained in the textbooks covered in Sub-
chapter 3.2, and namely:

• greater space for cultural topics (Principle 1);
• explicit treatment of cultural aspects through intercultural exer-

cises and activities (Principle 2);
• equal representation of both Russian and Russophone cultures 

(Principle 3);
• covering of various aspects of the Russian and Russophone sphere 

(Principle 4);
• view of Russian and Russophone cultures as historically and so-

cially determined constructs outside the myth of the “Russian 
soul”192 (Principle 5);

• opportunities to learn about target cultures as well as about one’s 
own cultures (Principle 6);

• promotion of intercultural dialogue (i.e., meeting and exchange 
between all the cultures involved) within a non-essentialist, dy-
namic, constructivist, and fluid perspective (Principle 7).

On a methodological level, our activities are based on the specific ac-
tivity-targeted principles for intercultural teaching set out in Subchapter 
5.1, which are the following:

• Principle 1: appropriate space for culture (analogous to the above-
mentioned Principle 1 for textbooks);

• Principle 2: use of authentic materials; and
• Principle 3: employment of active learning techniques.
In consonance with the RFL methodological Principle 1, our activities 

allow the teacher to allocate a specific amount of space for culture (even 
if small, but still guaranteed) within his/her RFL lessons: their structure, 

192 On this concept, see Section 2.2.4.
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in fact, is that of mini-activities designed for implementation in a very 
short time frame (in line with students’ preferences for short intercul-
tural activities that emerged from the analysis of teaching practices dis-
cussed in Chapter 4), ranging from 20 to 30 minutes, specifically for a 
university context.

These activities address both the intrapersonal and interpersonal di-
mensions of FL learning (Liddicoat & Scarino 2013: 66) and aim at further 
strengthening ICC through the fostering of intercultural sensitivity. In 
fact, they revolve around cardinal elements of ICC development, includ-
ing self- and other awareness, listening, sharing, respect, empathy, and 
relationship building. It should be noted that, in constructing the activi-
ties, we took into consideration the classification of methods for culture 
teaching proposed by Nanni (2003) (see Section 1.1.2), by designing ed-
ucational paths that especially brought together the “narrative,” “decen-
tralization,” and “deconstruction” sides, as it seems to us that these best 
enable the learners to reflect on their own cultures and those of others 
(Russian and Russophone) in order to improve their ICC.

Intercultural comparison is conceived here, in line with what was 
stated in Chapter 1, as an inevitable but, all in all, natural and even some-
what useful preliminary stage of transition for the learner in the process 
of transforming stereotype into sociotype (Section 1.2.2). However, this 
is not the actual focus of the activities, which, consistent with our the-
oretical framework recalled above, are directed rather towards the dy-
namic and non-essentialist interaction (preceded by an equally dynamic 
and non-essentialist comparison) between the cultures involved in the 
intercultural dialogue (RFL learners’ cultures, Russian and Russophone 
cultures).

Consequently, the activities put the accent on critical reflection. 
As Deardorff (2020: 21) writes, “Learning and transformation (positive 
change toward increased intercultural competencies) occur as partici-
pants pause and reflect on what they have heard, why that new learning 
is important, and what they will do now as a result of the learning about 
themselves and others.” Specifically, critical reflection may be promoted 
by debriefing processes including questions, such as, “What did I learn 
from this? What worked well, and what could be improved (in me)? What 
voices/perspectives are being represented? Whose voices are missing? 
What else would [it] be helpful to know? What will I do with the knowl-
edge/insights gained from this?” (9).



188 How to Teach RFL in an Intercultural Perspective Today

This is why we have added a debriefing/follow-up discussion mo-
ment to each activity, which consists of nine questions all of which 
should either be asked for a better outcome or selected depending on 
the teacher’s time, preferences, and goals. Questions are divided into 
three sections addressing the three basic stages of intercultural dialogue 
in RFL lessons, which are the “reflection on one’s own (students’ back-
ground) cultures” (three questions), the “reflection on others’ (Russian 
and Russophone) cultures” (three questions), and the “comparison [un-
derstood as above] and interaction of cultures (students’ background + 
Russian and Russophone cultures)” (three questions). Debriefing can be 
carried out in the classroom immediately after the activity (preferable 
option) or (in case of lack of time or for other reasons of lesson orga-
nization) afterwards, also using technological tools (e.g., through sur-
veys or other feedback tools), and varies in length, starting from 5–10 
minutes (depending, precisely, on how many and what questions are 
addressed, and modes of doing this). In case teachers intend to conduct 
the debriefing in the classroom immediately after the activities, to save 
time—rather than leading a traditional classroom discussion—it might 
be a good idea to hold it in an interactive online form (a mode much 
appreciated by the learners) by collecting students’ answers and reac-
tions in real time not in discursive (longer) form but in the form of short 
answers and keywords using tools such as Wooclap and Mentimeter, 
and meanwhile briefly commenting on them with the class. Further-
more, we suggest, in lower-level RFL classes, to conduct the debriefing 
in the vehicular language (English, Italian, German, etc.) in place of 
Russian, so that students do not have the obstacle of having to express 
themselves in the FL while initiating processes of critical reflection and 
intercultural dialogue. For more advanced levels, instead, the debriefing 
may be held in Russian, although this is not always advisable because 
it distracts students from the contents being discussed: in fact, it should 
be kept in mind that the focus should not be on language production 
but on cultural and intercultural contents.

Due to their flexibility, our activities can be used both with small 
and large classes, and easily adapted to many different settings and con-
texts.

We recommend that the teacher who wants to make use of them 
take care of the preparatory work, which—as has been mentioned sev-
eral times (see Chapter 4 and Subchapter 5.1)—is crucial to the success 
of the activities. Equally important will be, at the beginning of the ac-
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tivities, to make the students aware of the learning aims, objectives, and 
outcomes, that is, of the activities’ rationale, so as to involve them in 
their own learning and facilitate work on ICC.

It is clear that these activities alone are not sufficient for the com-
plete development of ICC, although they strongly contribute to it. 
Moreover, they may be difficult to apply by teachers with more tradi-
tional approaches. However, it is always possible, if necessary, to opt 
for simpler activities (not provided here), for instance discussions and 
realia193 translation exercises, hopefully sticking with the principles for 
creating RFL intercultural activities outlined here, with particular at-
tention to the debriefing phase.

Also highly desirable (when feasible) is the combination of activi-
ties with the “action method” or experiential method for culture teach-
ing (see Section 1.1.2), for example through the active involvement of 
learners in exhibitions, guided visits, and intercultural lunches/dinners 
to make them put in practice intercultural dialogue with Russian and 
Russophone cultures even outside the classroom.

Our advice is to alternate activities with different materials, tech-
niques, and working modalities in order to offer “differentiated” teach-
ing (Algozzine & Anderson 2007; Tomlinson 1995; Tomlinson & Allan 
2000) capable of appropriately meeting the different intelligences, cog-
nitive and learning styles, individualities, and needs of students.

Having described our activities for intercultural RFL teaching from 
an overall point of view, stressing the underlying theoretical-method-
ological principles, in the next subchapter we will illustrate the specific 
examples in detail.

5.3 RFL Intercultural Activities: Some Examples

In this subchapter, we will present examples of four original activities 
that enable the implementation of non-essentialist and critical intercul-
tural RFL teaching, according to the theoretical-methodological perspec-
tive outlined in the previous subchapter. The activities use authentic ma-
terials (literary texts and audiovisual inputs) and different active learning 
techniques, from role play (Section 5.3.1) and storytelling (Section 5.3.2) 
to case studies (Section 5.3.3) and games (Section 5.3.4).

193 See footnote no. 153.
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5.3.1 Intercultural Activity No. 1: In Anna Karenina’s Shoes

The first RFL intercultural activity proposed here is a role play based 
on literary texts (see Tab. 2).

This activity aims to teach students to decentralize from themselves 
by putting themselves in someone else’s (in this case, literary charac-
ters’) shoes and producing argumentations in support of their values 
(which may differ from their own ones), thus leading them to decon-
struct the concept of a single, fixed, and monolithic identity and culture, 
and to embrace a more complex and non-essentialist IE perspective on 
Russian and Russophone cultures (as well as on their own cultures) also 
applicable outside the RFL lesson. That is, learners will be able to see 
how much one’s values can be different from others’ (cultural relativ-
ism) and how these same values can be shaped by and further vary due 
to a number of factors (individuals, society, contexts, etc.).

The procedure of the activity is given below:
1. Learners are divided into pairs.
2. The teacher hands each pair a short quote from Russian/Rus-

sophone literature describing the personality, statements, and/
or behavior (e.g., a character description, his/her thoughts and 
judgments, a fact or situation which saw him/her involved) of 
two specific characters marked by obvious differences, embody-
ing different perspectives and values on a specific topic, which 
may be the same or different for the other pairs (e.g., love, fam-
ily, money, personal choices vs. sacrifices, men’s and women’s 
roles in society and gender issues, etc.). The characters may be 
from the same or different works, from the same or different 
authors (e.g., Anna Karenina vs. her husband Aleksey Karenin 
from Tolstoy’s novel, or Zuleikha vs. her husband Murtaza from 
the contemporary novel Zuleikha Opens Her Eyes by the writer 
of Tatar origins Guzel’ Yakhina for the topic of love and fami-
ly relationships; Anna Karenina vs. Sonya Marmeladova, resp., 
from Tolstoy’s novel and Dostoyevskiy’s Crime and Punishment, 
as different feminine types; Anatoliya/Vasilyi from Three Apples 
Fell From Heaven by the Armenian contemporary author Na-
rine Abgaryan vs. Ivan Goncharov’s Oblomov for the theme of 
life’s pleasures and sacrifices, and so on). They may have been 
already discussed during classes (this option is preferable with 
beginner levels, as well as if the teacher is unable to devote too 
much time to this activity and/or is concerned that his/her class 
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will not be able to complete it in time) or totally new to learn-
ers (in this second case, it should be kept in mind that students 
will have to spend more time reading the quotes and deducing 
the characters’ values. Therefore, we suggest the teacher to pro-
vide very short quotes and/or accompanied by numerous aids 
such as translations and/or comments/explanations, or even—in 
extreme cases—a minimal adaptation of some parts for lower 
levels, as well as to allot learners more time for this activity). 
According to Principle 3 expressed in Subchapter 3.2 for the cul-
tural contents of an RFL textbook (equal representation of Rus-
sian and Russophone cultures), the inclusion—alongside Rus-
sian literature—of contemporary Russophone literature and/or 
other Russophone cultural aspects is particularly encouraged (if 
not essential to the success of the activity). Ideally, both classi-
cal (e.g., Tolstoy and Chekhov), modern (e.g., Mikhail Bulgakov 
and Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn), and contemporary (e.g., Abgaryan 
and Vladimir Sorokin) Russian and Russophone writers should 
be involved (i.e., textbooks’ Principle 4 of cultural variety), so 
that students can be given a taste of the sociohistorical dynam-
ics underlying literary processes (i.e., following Principle 5).

3. Each pair should divide the roles, invent and act a short dia-
logue between the two characters so that each one supports the 
point of view of his/her character.

4. After the dialogues have been played in pairs, it is very im-
portant to spend some time debriefing the activity. Below are 
nine leading questions to help this begin, which are placed in 
sequential order and linked together. Our suggestion for the 
teacher is to ask learners at least the three questions marked in 
italics (no. 3, 5, and 8), touching on the main core of the theme 
addressed in each section, that is, “reflection on one’s own (stu-
dents’ background) cultures,” “reflection on others’ (Russian 
and Russophone) cultures,” and “comparison and interaction of 
cultures (students’ background cultures + Russian and Russo-
phone cultures),” and potentially addressable separately, plus 
other questions to choose from, according to the specific prefer-
ences, available time, and desired results. It goes without saying 
that for a complete critical reflection students should be asked 
all the questions.



192 How to Teach RFL in an Intercultural Perspective Today

DEBRIEFING QUESTIONS

Section 1: Reflection on one’s own (students’ background) cul-
tures

1) How did you feel about the literary characters you played? Did 
you like them? Why/Why not?

2) Do you agree with any of their values? If so, with which one(s)?
3) What did you learn about yourself, your values and cultures 

through this activity?
Rationale: a) Make learners understand that values differ from cul-

ture to culture and from individual to individual; b) raise awareness of 
the idea of culture as a complex and dynamic human construct; and c) 
introduce students to the concept of multiple cultures and identities, by 
showing them how values may also vary during the individual’s life, due 
to changes in beliefs, attitudes, and perceptions, as well as to personal 
experiences.

Section 2: Reflection on others’ (Russian and Russophone) cul-
tures

4) How would you describe the cultural setting of the literary 
work(s) you dealt with: do(es) it/they entail Russian and/or Rus-
sophone elements?

5) How are the values expressed by your literary characters influ-
enced by those a) of the Russian and/or Russophone world, and 
b) of the author(s), his/her/their individual sensitivity and artistic 
view; and c) by the broader sociohistorical, literary, and cultural 
contexts?

6) What do you want to explore further after becoming acquaint-
ed/getting closer to these literary characters? What are you cu-
rious about, or what more do you want to learn about Russian 
and/or Russophone cultures?

Rationale: a) Through the stark differences of the played literary char-
acters, make learners see for themselves that, exactly like their own cul-
tures, the cultures of others (in this case, Russian and Russophone) are 
multiple; b) bring them closer to the idea that Russian and Russophone 
literatures (as well as their respective cultures) are fluid and complex so-
ciohistorical constructs; and c) offer them a contextualized and non-es-
sentialist perspective on Russian and Russophone cultures.
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Section 3: Comparison and interaction of cultures (students’ 
background cultures + Russian and Russophone cultures)

7) How would you relate the values embodied by your literary 
characters to your own values? Are they similar/different and 
why? To what extent, do you think, are values shaped by indi-
viduality, society, history, and other factors?

8) Complete this statement: “I used to think… now I think…” How has 
this activity helped you gain further intercultural insights about 
interactions between your background cultures and Russian and/
or Russophone cultures?

9) What do you want to explore further after this activity? What 
are you curious about, or what more do you want to learn about 
regarding similarities and differences with Russian and/or Rus-
sophone cultures?

Rationale: a) Enable learners to make dynamic connections and com-
parisons between Russian and Russophone cultures and their own cul-
tures; b) help them to bring these cultures (students’ background cultures 
+ Russian and Russophone cultures) into dialogue with each other; c) 
broaden their view of relations between cultures; and d) sow the seeds of 
intercultural sensitivity.

5. After the activity, the dialogues may be posted by students on 
Padlet or other virtual pinboards so that they are visible to ev-
eryone and can be commented on by classmates, creating further 
opportunities for intercultural reflection.

6. At a later stage, students can be asked to delve independently 
into the works from which the characters analyzed come, includ-
ing deeper sociohistorical and literary contextualization.

7. Possible variations of this activity include the use, in place of lit-
erary quotes, of particularly interesting and divisive news (e.g., 
dealing with hot topics like immigration, LGBTQ+ communities, 
or nuclear proliferation) or blog items (e.g., on topics like artificial 
intelligence, ecotourism, or healthy diet).194 The procedure, muta-
tis mutandis, will be the same as that described above.

194 It is worth remembering that, from an IE-based RFL teaching perspective, there are no 
‘taboo’ topics that it is not possible (and not useful) to deal with, however sensitive they 
may be. In consonance with what has been said so far and as stated also by Corbett (2010: 
5), “Intercultural language education treats all cultural values as open to debate, and sub-
ject to critical examination and negotiation. ... The intercultural classroom, at best, can 
become a safe space for engagement with differences in belief and ideology, not so that 
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Tab. 2

Intercultural Activity #1: In Anna Karenina’s Shoes

1. Types of 
authentic 
materials used

Literary texts (short quotes)

2. Active 
learning 
technique 
employed

Role play

3. Language 
level

Any (depending on the level of difficulty of chosen texts)

4. Type of 
activity

Oral activity (with a reading and writing part)

5. Working 
methods

Work in pairs + plenary work (for debriefing)

6. Steps 1. Have learners divided into pairs.
2. Hand each pair a short quote from Russian/Russophone literature 

describing the personality, statements, and/or behavior of two 
specific characters marked by obvious differences, representing 
different perspectives and values on a specific topic.

3. Each pair should divide the roles, invent and act a short dialogue 
between the two characters so that each one supports the point 
of view of his/her character.

4. Debriefing to be held after the activity or afterwards also through 
visualization tools (e.g., word cloud generators), surveys, or other 
feedback tools (ask the students at least the questions marked in 
italics; for a complete critical reflection students should be asked 
all the questions):

Section 1: Reflection on one’s own
(students’ background) cultures

1) How did you feel about the literary characters you 
played? Did you like them? Why/Why not?

2) Do you agree with any of their values? If so, with which 
one(s)?

3) What did you learn about yourself, your values and cultures 
through this activity?

some false consensus can be imposed, but in order to promote genuine understanding 
and respect.”



195How to Teach RFL in an Intercultural Perspective Today

Section 2: Reflection on others’
(Russian and Russophone) cultures

4) How would you describe the cultural setting of the literary 
work(s) you dealt with: do(es) it/they entail Russian and/
or Russophone elements?

5) How are the values expressed by your literary characters 
influenced by those a) of the Russian and/or Russophone 
world, and b) of the author(s), his/her/their individual 
sensitivity and artistic view; and c) by the broader 
sociohistorical, literary, and cultural contexts?

6) What do you want to explore further after becoming 
acquainted/getting closer to these literary characters? 
What are you curious about, or what more do you want 
to learn about Russian and/or Russophone cultures?

Section 3: Comparison and interaction of cultures
(students’ background cultures +
Russian and Russophone cultures)

7) How would you relate the values embodied by your 
literary characters to your own values? Are they similar/
different and why? To what extent, do you think, are 
values shaped by individuality, society, history, and other 
factors?

8) Complete this statement: “I used to think… now I think…” 
How has this activity helped you gain further intercultural 
insights about interactions between your background 
cultures and Russian and/or Russophone cultures?

9) What do you want to explore further after this activity? 
What are you curious about, or what more do you want 
to learn about regarding similarities and differences with 
Russian and/or Russophone cultures?

5. After the activity, have the students post the dialogues on 
Padlet or other virtual pinboards, and encourage them to read 
and comment on their classmates’ works.

6. At a later stage, you can ask students to delve independently 
into the works from which the characters analyzed come, 
including deeper sociohistorical and literary contextualization.
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7. Variations • Variation 1: You may want to use particularly interesting and 
divisive news items in place of literary quotes (e.g., dealing 
with hot topics like immigration, LGBTQ+ communities, or 
nuclear proliferation). The procedure, mutatis mutandis, will 
be the same as that described above.

• Variation 2: Another possibility is to choose, in place of literary 
quotes or news items, particularly interesting and divisive blog 
items (e.g., on topics like artificial intelligence, ecotourism, 
or healthy diet). The procedure, mutatis mutandis, will be the 
same as that described above.

RFL Intercultural Activity for the University Classroom No. 1

5.3.2 Intercultural Activity No. 2: The End of the Story, or A New 
Story

Our second RFL intercultural activity is a storytelling activity with 
audiovisual inputs (see Tab. 3).

This activity works towards teaching students the ability to listen and 
empathize with the Other (in our case, representatives of Russian and 
Russophone cultures), while also accepting that our values may differ 
from those of other people. Just as in the first activity we asked students 
to put themselves in the shoes of others (literary characters), with this 
second activity we equally require them to suspend confidence in their 
own values in order to assume even temporarily points of view differ-
ent from their own, without preconceptions. In particular, here learners 
should be able to understand the reasons behind others’ thoughts and ac-
tions during an intercultural incident so as to tell the end of a story or (in 
variations of this second activity) a different story or the same story from 
a different point of view. In other words, as can be seen, the focus of this 
activity is the shift in point of view and the ability to develop attitudes of 
curiosity and openness to diversity demanded by IE-based RFL teaching. 
Thanks to this activity, students will learn that cultural aspects can be 
looked at from different sides and that intercultural misunderstandings 
are natural accidents.

The procedure of the activity is given below:
1. Learners work individually.
2. The teacher shows students two-three short (max 1–2 minutes in 

total) interviews held with Russian and Russophone immigrants 
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in our days, where the interviewees talk about their lives, experi-
ences, and feelings in their new countries. Alternatively, a longer 
interview can be used. The important thing is that the interview(s) 
contain(s) at least one (or more) significant episode(s) of contact 
of the interviewee(s) with his/her/their new reality and cultures 
with which (s)he/they came into dialogue, leading to intercultural 
misunderstandings or even (in more serious cases) incidents. To 
save time, interviews can also be assigned to learners to view at 
home before the activity.

3. Each student should write a short story, imagining how the situ-
ation(s) told about could have had a different ending depending 
on the behaviors of its protagonists. In case of the use of multiple 
interviews, the teacher may want the learners to concentrate on 
a single interviewee, story, and/or episode (according to his/her 
convenience). A little variation of the activity sees the writing not 
of the end of the story, but of a different story (focusing prefera-
bly on a single episode, due to the limited time at disposal for the 
activity) or of the same story but from a different point of view 
(students with a migration background may want to write about 
episodes from their own stories/autobiographies). Drafting a few 
lines, given the paucity of time for such a time-consuming pro-
cess as writing, will be more than sufficient. It will be crucial to 
remind students not to fossilize on language errors but to try to 
channel their message by focusing on conveying the content. In 
the event that learners are struggling or are at low levels of RFL 
learning and/or have little autonomy in class work, we recom-
mend conducting the activity in pairs or small groups.

4. The short stories are made available to all students on a shared 
Google Drive file (or similar), so that everyone can read them. Ev-
eryone should read a story at his/her choice and write a question 
under it, marking it with a color and signing it with his/her first 
name. Questions could be answered briefly after the conclusion 
of the activity.

5. After students have written their own stories and read one story 
written by classmates, we suggest the teacher hold a debriefing 
discussion on the model of the previous activity. Debriefing con-
sists of nine questions in total. Learners should be asked at least 
the three questions marked in italics (no. 3, 5, and 8), which fo-
cus on “reflection on one’s own (students’ background) cultures,” 
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“reflection on others’ (Russian and Russophone) cultures,” and 
“comparison and interaction of cultures (students’ background 
cultures + Russian and Russophone cultures),” plus other ques-
tions at their discretion, whose choice will depend on the teach-
er’s didactic planning and organization.

DEBRIEFING QUESTIONS

Section 1: Reflection on one’s own (students’ background) cul-
tures

1) How did you feel about the short story you wrote? And about 
the short story you read? Did you like the process? Why/Why 
not?

2) Do you agree with any of the reasons/actions of the interview-
ee(s) and of the writer of the short story during the intercultural 
misunderstandings/incidents that happened to them? If so, with 
which one(s)?

3) What did you learn about yourself, your values and cultures 
through this activity?

Rationale: a) Make learners understand that values differ from cul-
ture to culture and from individual to individual; b) raise awareness of 
the idea of culture as a complex and dynamic human construct; and c) 
introduce students to the concept of multiple cultures and identities, by 
showing them how values may also vary during the individual’s life, due 
to changes in beliefs, attitudes, and perceptions, as well as to personal 
experiences.

Section 2: Reflection on others’ (Russian and Russophone) cul-
tures

4) How would you describe the cultural setting of the stories you 
dealt with: do they entail Russian and/or Russophone elements?

5) How are the values expressed by the interviewee(s) and by the writ-
er of the short story, who experienced intercultural misunderstand-
ings/incidents because of these same values, influenced by those a) 
of the Russian and/or Russophone world, and b) of the individual’s 
own sensitivity and view of life; and c) by the broader sociohistor-
ical and cultural contexts?
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6) What do you want to explore further after working with these 
short stories? What are you curious about, or what more do you 
want to learn about Russian and/or Russophone cultures?

Rationale: a) Make learners see for themselves that, exactly like their 
own cultures, the cultures of others (Russian and Russophone) are mul-
tiple; b) bring them closer to the idea that Russian and Russophone cul-
tures are fluid and complex sociohistorical constructs; and c) offer them 
a contextualized and non-essentialist perspective on Russian and Russo-
phone cultures.

Section 3: Comparison and interaction of cultures (students’ 
background cultures + Russian and Russophone cultures)

7) How would you relate the values expressed by the interview-
ee(s) and by the writer of the short story with reference to their 
intercultural misunderstandings/incidents to your own values? 
Are they similar/different and why? To what extent, do you 
think, are values shaped by individuality, society, history, and 
other factors?

8) Complete this statement: “I used to think… now I think…” How has 
this activity helped you gain further intercultural insights about 
interactions between your background cultures and Russian and/
or Russophone cultures?

9) What do you want to explore further after this activity? What 
are you curious about, or what more do you want to learn about 
regarding similarities and differences with Russian and/or Rus-
sophone cultures?

Rationale: a) Enable learners to make dynamic connections and com-
parisons between Russian and Russophone cultures and their own cul-
tures; b) help them to bring these cultures (students’ background cultures 
+ Russian and Russophone cultures) into dialogue with each other; c) 
broaden their view of relations between cultures; and d) sow the seeds of 
intercultural sensitivity.

6. Interviews with attached intercultural incidents may be used for 
giving students further optional cultural insights into Russian and 
Russophone cultures, and for more related intercultural activities.

7. Possible variations of this activity include, in lieu of interviews, 
the use of movie clips (even trailers) or music clips that portray 
intercultural misunderstandings or incidents and/or present par-
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ticularly interesting (even essentialist and/or extremist) view-
points on Russian and/or Russophone identities (e.g., the songs 
by contemporary Russian pop singer Shaman, which have played 
a significant role in Russian state propaganda during the ongoing 
Russo-Ukrainian war), where such misunderstandings/incidents 
could potentially be the outcome. The procedure, mutatis mutan-
dis, will be the same as that described above. As an alternative 
to watching + listening to and writing stories, it is possible to 
configure the second part of the activity, instead of story writing, 
as visual and/or oral storytelling, for example through learners’ 
creation of photos on Instagram, Stories on Facebook, videos on 
TikTok, or similar. In this case, questions from peers can be asked 
directly on social media and can also be accompanied by visual 
feedback (likes, emojis, emoticons, etc.).

Tab. 3

Intercultural Activity #2: The End of the Story, or A New Story

1. Types of 
authentic 
materials 
used

Audiovisual inputs (interviews)

2. Active 
learning 
technique 
employed

Storytelling

3. Language 
level

Any (depending on the level of difficulty of the interviews)

4. Type of 
activity

Written activity (with a listening and reading part)

5. Working 
methods

Individual work + plenary work (for debriefing)
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6. Steps 1. Have learners work individually.
2. Show students two-three short (max 1–2 minutes in total) 

interviews held with Russian and Russophone immigrants 
in our days, where the interviewees talk about their lives, 
experiences, and feelings in their new countries, focusing 
on one (or more) significant episode(s) of contact with 
their new reality and cultures, leading to intercultural 
misunderstandings or even incidents.

3. Each student should write a short story, imagining how the 
situation(s) told about could have had a different ending 
depending on the behaviors of its protagonists.

4. After the writing phase, have students upload their stories 
onto a shared Google Drive file (or similar) and ask them to 
write a question under a story told by a classmate of theirs, 
marking it with a color and signing it with his/her first name. 
Questions could be answered briefly after the conclusion of 
the activity.

5. Debriefing to be held after the activity or afterwards also 
through visualization tools (e.g., word cloud generators), 
surveys, or other feedback tools (ask the students at least the 
questions marked in italics; for a complete critical reflection 
students should be asked all the questions):

Section 1: Reflection on one’s own
(students’ background) cultures

1) How did you feel about the short story you wrote? And 
about the short story you read? Did you like the pro-
cess? Why/Why not?

2) Do you agree with any of the reasons/actions of the in-
terviewee(s) and of the writer of the short story during 
the intercultural misunderstandings/incidents that hap-
pened to them? If so, with which one(s)?

3) What did you learn about yourself, your values and cul-
tures through this activity? 

Section 2: Reflection on others’
(Russian and Russophone) cultures

4) How would you describe the cultural setting of the sto-
ries you dealt with: do they entail Russian and/or Rus-
sophone elements?
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5) How are the values expressed by the interviewee(s) and 
by the writer of the short story, who experienced inter-
cultural misunderstandings/incidents because of these 
same values, influenced by those a) of the Russian and/
or Russophone world, and b) of the individual’s own 
sensitivity and view of life; and c) by the broader socio-
historical and cultural contexts?

6) What do you want to explore further after working 
with these short stories? What are you curious about, 
or what more do you want to learn about Russian 
and/or Russophone cultures?

Section 3: Comparison and interaction of cultures
(students’ background cultures +
Russian and Russophone cultures)

7) How would you relate the values expressed by the 
interviewee(s) and by the writer of the short story 
with reference to their intercultural misunderstand-
ings/incidents to your own values? Are they similar/
different and why? To what extent, do you think, are 
values shaped by individuality, society, history, and 
other factors?

8) Complete this statement: “I used to think… now I 
think…” How has this activity helped you gain further 
intercultural insights about interactions between your 
background cultures and Russian and/or Russophone 
cultures?

9) What do you want to explore further after this activi-
ty? What are you curious about, or what more do you 
want to learn about regarding similarities and differ-
ences with Russian and/or Russophone cultures?

6. At a later stage, you may use interviews with attached 
intercultural incidents for giving students further optional 
cultural insights into Russian and Russophone cultures, 
and for more related intercultural activities.
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7. 
Variations

• Variation 1: You may want to use movie clips (even trailers) 
or music clips that portray intercultural misunderstandings 
or incidents and/or present particularly interesting (even 
essentialist and/or extremist) viewpoints on Russian and/
or Russophone identities. The procedure, mutatis mutandis, 
will be the same as that described above.

• Variation 2: Another possibility is to configure the second 
part of the activity, instead of story writing, as visual 
and/or oral storytelling, having students create photos 
on Instagram, Stories on Facebook, videos on TikTok, or 
similar. In this case, have their classmates ask questions 
directly on social media, also using likes, emojis, emoticons, 
and other visual feedback tools.

RFL Intercultural Activity for the University Classroom No. 2

5.3.3 Intercultural Activity No. 3: Looking for the “Russian Soul”

The third RFL intercultural activity offered here is a case study uti-
lizing both audiovisual inputs and literary texts (see Tab. 4). This is a 
preparatory activity to be carried out prior to the teacher’s exposition 
of the problematic issue of mythologizing culture, as in the case of the 
“Russian soul.”

The purpose of this activity is to introduce students to the decon-
struction of the implicits and the cultural misrepresentations of the Rus-
sian world, linked to ethnocentric and nationalist perspectives we have 
already seen characteristic of RFL discourse in academia (Chapter 2), as 
well as in textbooks (Chapter 3) and in teaching practices themselves 
(Chapter 4), by transforming the stereotype of the “Russian soul” into a 
tool for analyzing culture and an opportunity for intercultural training. 
Specifically, learners, imagining themselves in the shoes of researchers, 
must come up with a convincing answer to the question about the exis-
tence of the “Russian soul” and a related “national character” (that, as we 
know from Chapter 2, would distinguish Russians from others making 
them unique), argue their solution, and then arrive at a common solution. 
While in the first two activities the work focused equally on Russian and 
Russophone cultures, in this activity we concentrate especially on Rus-
sian culture in order to dispel the myths and essentialisms—hindering the 
development of ICC—derived from hetero-representations of Russians, 
which later turned into self-representations also shared by Russians 
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themselves, as precisely happened with the myth of the “Russian soul” 
(see Section 2.2.4). It goes without saying, however, that this kind of work 
is as useful as it is necessary also for a more comprehensive and complex 
understanding of the cultural context of the RFL area as a whole and, 
therefore, of Russophone culture as well, and ultimately leads to critical 
cultural awareness and intercultural dialogue.

The procedure of the activity is given below:
1. Learners work in small groups (4 people/group).
2. Students within each small group are divided into the following 

roles: reader, lead researcher, writer, and ambassador. The respon-
sibilities for each role include:
• Reader: (S)he will read aloud the case study and related task 

to his/her group and proofread the answer.
• Lead researcher: (S)he will be the lead investigator who will 

choose which sources to analyze first and make sure everyone 
is researching in a timely manner.

• Writer: (S)he will write the written text and check it, making 
sure that the task has been answered properly.

• Ambassador: (S)he will be presenting the group answer to the 
classroom. If his/her group has a question, (s)he will ask the 
teacher.

3. The teacher provides learners with one-two links to short audio-
visual inputs (e.g., movie clips/trailers, cartoons, advertisements, 
music videos, YouTube contents, and social media influencers’ 
videos) and one-two excerpts from literary texts (preferably, short 
poems like Tyutchev’s You Cannot Grasp Russia With Your Mind 
and other short texts) which depict the myth of the “Russian soul” 
from different (positive vs. negative, critical vs. uncritical, etc.) 
points of view. To save time, materials can be given to learners 
to read at home before the activity. Together with materials, the 
teacher also supplies the following instructions, either written on 
a paper or digitally projected in the classroom (in vehicular lan-
guages other than Russian for lower levels, in Russian for higher 
levels):
You are a researcher interested in investigating the topic of the “Russian 
soul” in your next paper, which will appear in a prestigious international 
journal. A) Analyze the topic on the basis of the materials given by focu-
sing on the interpretation of the “Russian soul” as the expression of the “na-
tional character” of Russians and B) answer the following question: Are you 
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going to argue for or against the existence of the “Russian soul”? Motivate 
your reasons for such a choice.

4. Within each group, the reader reads aloud the case study and 
related task to his/her group. Then the lead researcher directs the 
work of reading and analyzing the given resources, which can be 
done by group members all together or by dividing the materi-
als (the decision is up to the lead researcher). Once the materials 
have been examined, the group discusses the content of the case 
and decides on a shared answer to the task. The answer is written 
and checked by the writer and proofread by the reader. Final-
ly, the ambassadors from each group present the answers to the 
class, a comparison of these answers and general discussion of 
the solutions obtained are made. In case there is insufficient time, 
groups can be asked to deliver answers to the teacher in written 
form through their ambassadors and/or uploading them onto a 
shared Google Drive file (or similar), and have the plenary dis-
cussion follow at another time. It should be kept in mind that the 
case study as such should not provide a single solution. Given the 
purpose of the activity, however, it will have to be made clear to 
the learners that certainly the researcher can argue both for and 
against the existence of the “Russian soul” by citing his/her own 
reasons, as the materials analyzed push in either direction. At-
tention must be paid when addressing the argument in favor and 
pointing to its problematic consequences. Students must not feel 
belittled for having made a mistake. The teacher can take such a 
situation to show the fascination of the mythicized and essen-
tialized self-perception peculiar to the Russian world (expressed 
in the “Russian soul”) and how easy is to fall into romantic and 
essentialist views. Moreover, it is an excellent occasion to address 
the significance of a more critical intercultural approach. In the 
final class reflection, it will be important to lead students to see 
the mythical-stereotypical nature of the concept of the “Russian 
soul,” emphasizing that this term stands for a 19th-century West-
ern hetero-representation of ‘Russianness’ then made its own in 
the Russian historical, philosophical, and literary context but also 
by the national and cultural essentialist discourses of the RFL ar-
ea.195

195 For more details, refer to Section 2.2.4.
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5. After the classroom plenary discussion, for complete IE work, we 
suggest that the teacher find some time for a debriefing process 
on the model of the previous activities. Debriefing consists of 
nine questions in total. As usual, learners should be asked at least 
the three questions marked in italics (no. 3, 5, and 8), which deal 
with “reflection on one’s own (students’ background) cultures,” 
“reflection on others’ (Russian and Russophone) cultures,” and 
“comparison and interaction of cultures (students’ background 
cultures + Russian and Russophone cultures),” plus other ques-
tions at their choice (according to preferences).

DEBRIEFING QUESTIONS

Section 1: Reflection on one’s own (students’ background) cul-
tures

1) How did you feel about the activity? Did you like it? Why/Why 
not?

2) Do you agree with any of the reasons for/against the existence 
of the “Russian soul” supported by the other groups? If so, with 
which one(s)?

3) What did you learn about yourself, your attitudes and cultures 
through this activity?

Rationale: a) Make learners understand that there are various ways 
in which cultures conceive and represent themselves; b) raise awareness 
that these representations are often not unbiased but rather subject to 
processes of mythmaking that can generate stereotypes and happen both 
in others’ and one own’s cultures (e.g., the “Russian soul” and “dolce vita” 
lifestyle); and c) introduce students to the concept of sociotype, by show-
ing them that stereotypes like the “Russian soul” should be rather re-
placed by generalizations about cultures and ethnic groups functional to 
learning, allowing for dynamic comparison of cultures.

Section 2: Reflection on others’ (Russian and Russophone) cul-
tures

4) How would you describe the cultural setting of the case study 
you dealt with: does it entail Russian and/or Russophone ele-
ments?

5) How does the idea of the “Russian soul” influence and is influenced 
by a) the Russian and/or Russophone world; b) the individual’s 
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own sensitivity and view of life; and c) the broader sociohistorical 
and cultural contexts?

6) What do you want to explore further after working with this 
case study? What are you curious about, or what more do you 
want to learn about Russian and/or Russophone cultures?

Rationale: a) Make learners see for themselves that, exactly like their 
own cultures, the cultures of others (Russian and Russophone) are more 
complex than they appear to the superficial eye or than they themselves 
would have us believe (i.e., through national-essentialist discourses); b) 
bring them closer to the idea that Russian and Russophone cultures are 
dynamic and fluid sociohistorical constructs; and c) offer them a con-
textualized and non-essentialist perspective on Russian and Russophone 
cultures.

Section 3: Comparison and interaction of cultures (students’ 
background cultures + Russian and Russophone cultures)

7) How would you relate the cultural representations inherent to 
the myth of the “Russian soul” to your own conceptions of cul-
tures? Are they similar/different and why? To what extent, do 
you think, are representations of cultures shaped by individual-
ity, society, history, and other factors?

8) Complete this statement: “I used to think… now I think…” How has 
this activity helped you gain further intercultural insights about 
interactions between your background cultures and Russian and/
or Russophone cultures?

9) What do you want to explore further after this activity? What 
are you curious about, or what more do you want to learn about 
regarding similarities and differences with Russian and/or Rus-
sophone cultures?

Rationale: a) Enable learners to make dynamic connections and com-
parisons between Russian and Russophone cultures and their own cul-
tures; b) help them to bring these cultures (students’ background cultures 
+ Russian and Russophone cultures) into dialogue with each other; c) 
broaden their view of relations between cultures; and d) sow the seeds of 
intercultural sensitivity.

6. Possible variations of this activity include the consideration of al-
ternative scenarios (and related instructions) involving, instead of 
the researcher who has to write a paper, the reporter who has to 
make a scoop or the publicist who has to make an advertisement 
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to entice the Russian public to buy a particular product (wheth-
er or not leveraging the unique and original traits of its ‘Russi-
anness’). It is also possible to opt for a more everyday scenario, 
where students will have to explain to a friend what Russians are 
like by deciding whether or not to use the concept of the “Rus-
sian soul.” The procedure, mutatis mutandis, will be the same as 
that described above. For intermediate and advanced levels and/
or even with lower-level learners who are particularly good and 
quick at reading, and/or motivated, we point out the possibility 
of assigning more materials concerning the “Russian soul” and/
or materials that require more cognitive effort (suitable for the 
specific students’ language level), such as excerpts from histori-
cal-philosophical works (e.g., Losskiy and Berdyayev).

Tab. 4

Intercultural Activity #3: Looking for the “Russian Soul”

1. Types of 
authentic 
materials 
used

Audiovisual inputs + literary texts

2. Active 
learning 
technique 
employed

Case study

3. 
Language 
level

Any (depending on the level of difficulty of the materials)

4. Type of 
activity

Oral and written activity (with a reading and listening part)

5. Working 
methods

Small group work + plenary work (for debriefing)
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6. Steps 1. Have learners work in small groups (4 people/group).
2. Within each small group, have students divided into 

the following roles: reader, lead researcher, writer, and 
ambassador.

3. Provide learners with one-two links to short audiovisual 
inputs (e.g., movie clips/trailers, cartoons, advertisements, 
music videos, YouTube contents, and social media 
influencers’ videos) and one-two excerpts from literary 
texts (preferably, short poems and other short texts) 
which depict the myth of the “Russian soul” from different 
(positive vs. negative, critical vs. uncritical, etc.) points of 
view. Also supply students with the following (on paper/
digitally projected) instructions:

You are a researcher interested in investigating the topic 
of the “Russian soul” in your next paper, which will ap-
pear in a prestigious international journal. A) Analyze 
the topic on the basis of the materials given by focusing 
on the interpretation of the “Russian soul” as the expres-
sion of the “national character” of Russians and B) an-
swer the following question: Are you going to argue for 
or against the existence of the “Russian soul”? Motivate 
your reasons for such a choice.

4. Within each group, readers should read aloud the 
case study and related task to their group, while lead 
researchers will be responsible for directing the work 
of reading and analyzing the given resources. Once the 
materials have been examined, each group should discuss 
the content of the case and decide on a shared answer 
to the task. This answer should be written and checked 
by the writer and proofread by the reader. Finally, the 
ambassadors from each group should present the answers 
to the class, a comparison of these answers and a general 
discussion of the solutions obtained should be made.

5. Debriefing to be held after the activity or afterwards also 
through visualization tools (e.g., word cloud generators), 
surveys, or other feedback tools (ask the students at least 
the questions marked in italics; for a complete critical 
reflection students should be asked all the questions):
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Section 1: Reflection on one’s own
(students’ background) cultures

1) How did you feel about the activity? Did you like it? 
Why/Why not?

2) Do you agree with any of the reasons for/against the 
existence of the “Russian soul” supported by the oth-
er groups? If so, with which one(s)?

3) What did you learn about yourself, your attitudes and 
cultures through this activity?

Section 2: Reflection on others’
(Russian and Russophone) cultures

4) How would you describe the cultural setting of the 
case study you dealt with: does it entail Russian and/
or Russophone elements?

5) How does the idea of the “Russian soul” influence and 
is influenced by a) the Russian and/or Russophone 
world; b) the individual’s own sensitivity and view 
of life; and c) the broader sociohistorical and cultural 
contexts?

6) What do you want to explore further after working 
with this case study? What are you curious about, or 
what more do you want to learn about Russian and/
or Russophone cultures?

Section 3: Comparison and interaction of cultures
(students’ background cultures +
Russian and Russophone cultures)

7) How would you relate the cultural representations 
inherent to the myth of the “Russian soul” to your 
own conceptions of cultures? Are they similar/dif-
ferent and why? To what extent, do you think, are 
representations of cultures shaped by individuality, 
society, history, and other factors?

8) Complete this statement: “I used to think… now I 
think…” How has this activity helped you gain further 
intercultural insights about interactions between your 
background cultures and Russian and/or Russophone 
cultures?

9) What do you want to explore further after this ac-
tivity? What are you curious about, or what more 
do you want to learn about regarding similarities 
and differences with Russian and/or Russophone 
cultures?
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7. 
Variations

• Variation 1: You may want to consider alternative 
scenarios involving, instead of the researcher who has 
to write a paper, the reporter who has to make a scoop, 
the publicist who has to make an advertisement to entice 
the Russian public to buy a particular product, or a more 
everyday scenario (e.g., explaining to a friend what 
Russians are like). The procedure, mutatis mutandis, will 
be the same as that described above.

• Variation 2: For intermediate and advanced levels and/or 
even with lower-level excellent learners, you may want to 
assign more materials concerning the “Russian soul” and/
or materials that require more cognitive effort, such as 
excerpts from historical-philosophical works.

RFL Intercultural Activity for the University Classroom No. 3

5.3.4 Intercultural Activity No. 4: May the Best Team Win!

Our fourth and last RFL intercultural activity is a game based on au-
diovisual inputs (see Tab. 5).

This activity is aimed at making students explore various aspects of 
Russian and Russophone cultures by engaging them in a quiz via Ka-
hoot of 10–20 questions that is presented as a team challenge, in which 
the team that answers the most questions correctly and in the shortest 
time wins. The themes around which the questions revolve—possibly ac-
companied by pictures and/or videos to make the quiz more captivating 
(Kahoot allows to add them to the questions)—will be a good opportunity 
for learners to address various issues related to multiple identities and 
cultures in the RFL classroom in both a diachronic and synchronic sense 
(e.g., dealing with the multiethnic nature of Russia and the various con-
texts in which Russian is spoken and spread today, but also with the Sovi-
et era as well as with contemporary Russophone literature), leading them 
on the one hand to deconstruct myths and stereotypes (e.g., the “Russian 
soul”) and, on the other hand, to construct their own de-essentialist and 
problematized perception of the Russian-speaking world.

The procedure of the activity is given below:
1. Learners are divided into teams (6–7 people/team or more).
2. One player in charge per team must join the quiz by entering 

a pin on Kahoot’s website or in a mobile application (Android/
iOS) and choosing a unique username for his/her team that can 
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be used throughout the game. When the game starts, teams must 
answer the multiple-choice questions that will be projected on 
the teacher’s screen before a time limit. Each team’s members 
will have to agree on the answers by discussing together and the 
person responsible per team will provide them through his/her 
device. After each question is answered, the correct answer will 
be displayed as well as a scoreboard of the points earned by the 
teams. Answering (correctly) faster will give participants higher 
scores. When the quiz is over, the dashboard will show a podium 
with the winning team.

3. After the game has come to an end, it is essential that the teach-
er spend some time debriefing the activity on the model of the 
previous activities. Debriefing consists of nine questions in total. 
As usual, learners should be asked at least the three questions 
marked in italics (no. 3, 5, and 8), which concern “reflection on 
one’s own (students’ background) cultures,” “reflection on oth-
ers’ (Russian and Russophone) cultures,” and “comparison and 
interaction of cultures (students’ background cultures + Russian 
and Russophone cultures),” plus other questions at their choice 
(according to the specific preferences, available time, and desired 
results).

DEBRIEFING QUESTIONS

Section 1: Reflection on one’s own (students’ background) cul-
tures

1) How did you feel about the activity? Did you like it? Why/Why 
not?

2) Do you agree with any of the values and attitudes you learned 
about in the game? If so, with which one(s)?

3) What did you learn about yourself, your values, attitudes, and cul-
tures through this activity?

Rationale: a) Make learners understand that values and attitudes 
differ from culture to culture and from individual to individual; b) raise 
awareness of the idea of culture as a complex and dynamic human con-
struct; c) introduce students to the concept of multiple cultures and iden-
tities, by showing them how values and attitudes may also vary during 
the individual’s life, due to changes in beliefs and perceptions, as well as 
to personal experiences; d) make learners understand that there are var-
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ious ways in which cultures conceive and represent themselves; e) raise 
awareness that these representations are often not unbiased but rather 
subject to processes of mythmaking that can generate stereotypes and 
happen both in others’ and one own’s cultures (e.g., the “Russian soul” 
and “dolce vita” lifestyle); and f) introduce learners to the concept of so-
ciotype, by showing them that stereotypes like the “Russian soul” should 
be rather replaced by generalizations about cultures and ethnic groups 
functional to learning, allowing for dynamic comparison of cultures.

Section 2: Reflection on others’ (Russian and Russophone) cul-
tures

4) How would you describe the cultural setting of the quiz’s ques-
tions: do they entail Russian and/or Russophone elements?

5) How do the values and attitudes you learned about in the game 
influence and are influenced by a) the Russian and/or Russophone 
world; b) the individual’s own sensitivity and view of life; and c) 
the broader sociohistorical and cultural contexts?

6) What do you want to explore further after playing this game? 
What are you curious about, or what more do you want to learn 
about Russian and/or Russophone cultures?

Rationale: a) Make learners see for themselves that, exactly like their 
own cultures, the cultures of others (Russian and Russophone) are mul-
tiple; b) show them that they are also more complex than they appear to 
the superficial eye or than they themselves would have us believe (i.e., 
through national-essentialist discourses); c) bring them closer to the idea 
that Russian and Russophone cultures are fluid and dynamic sociohistor-
ical constructs; and d) offer them a contextualized and non-essentialist 
perspective on Russian and Russophone cultures.

Section 3: Comparison and interaction of cultures (students’ 
background cultures + Russian and Russophone cultures)

7) How would you relate the values and attitudes you learned 
about in the game to your own values and attitudes? Are they 
similar/different and why? To what extent, do you think, are val-
ues and attitudes shaped by individuality, society, history, and 
other factors?

8) Complete this statement: “I used to think… now I think…” How has 
this activity helped you gain further intercultural insights about 
interactions between your background cultures and Russian and/
or Russophone cultures?
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9) What do you want to explore further after this activity? What 
are you curious about, or what more do you want to learn about 
regarding similarities and differences with Russian and/or Rus-
sophone cultures?

Rationale: a) Enable learners to make dynamic connections and com-
parisons between Russian and Russophone cultures and their own cul-
tures; b) help them to bring these cultures (students’ background cultures 
+ Russian and Russophone cultures) into dialogue with each other; c) 
broaden their view of relations between cultures; and d) sow the seeds of 
intercultural sensitivity.

4. At a later stage, the topics from the quiz that resulted more inter-
esting for the students can be used for further optional cultural 
and intercultural work on Russian and Russophone cultures, and 
for more related intercultural activities.

5. A possible variation of the game consists of the individual game 
mode, where each student will play with his/her own device, pos-
sibly still providing an opportunity to discuss the questions in 
pairs or groups. Another variation of this activity includes the 
use, in place of Kahoot, of similar quiz tools, such as Quizlet or 
Quizizz, or other learning platforms. The procedure (mutatis mu-
tandis and except for the different features of the tools) will be the 
same as that described above.

Tab. 5

Intercultural Activity #4: May the Best Team Win!

1. Types of 
authentic 
materials 
used

Audiovisual inputs (any)

2. Active 
learning 
technique 
employed

Game

3. 
Language 
level

Any (depending on the level of difficulty of questions and 
accompanying materials)

4. Type of 
activity

Reading and oral activity (with a listening part)
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5. Working 
methods

Work in teams + plenary work (for debriefing)

6. Steps 1. Have learners divided into teams (6–7 people/team or 
more).

2. Have one player in charge per team join the quiz by entering 
a pin on Kahoot’s website or in a mobile application 
(Android/iOS) and choosing a unique username for his/
her team. When the game starts, teams must answer the 
multiple-choice questions that will be projected on your 
screen before a time limit. Each team’s members will have 
to agree on the answers by discussing together and the 
person responsible per team will provide them through 
his/her device. After each question is answered, the correct 
answer will be displayed as well as a scoreboard of the 
points earned by the teams. Answering (correctly) faster 
will give participants higher scores. When the quiz is over, 
the dashboard will show a podium with the winning team.

3. Debriefing to be held after the activity or afterwards also 
through visualization tools (e.g., word cloud generators), 
surveys, or other feedback tools (ask the students at least 
the questions marked in italics; for a complete critical 
reflection students should be asked all the questions):

Section 1: Reflection on one’s own 
(students’ background) cultures

1) How did you feel about the activity? Did you like it? 
Why/Why not? 

2) Do you agree with any of the values and attitudes 
you learned about in the game? If so, with which 
one(s)? 

3) What did you learn about yourself, your values, atti-
tudes, and cultures through this activity?

Section 2: Reflection on others’ 
(Russian and Russophone) cultures

4) How would you describe the cultural setting of the 
quiz’s questions: do they entail Russian and/or Rus-
sophone elements?

5) How do the values and attitudes you learned about in 
the game influence and are influenced by a) the Rus-
sian and/or Russophone world; b) the individual’s own 
sensitivity and view of life; and c) the broader sociohis-
torical and cultural contexts? 

6) What do you want to explore further after playing 
this game? What are you curious about, or what 
more do you want to learn about Russian and/or Rus-
sophone cultures?
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Section 3: Comparison and interaction of cultures 
(students’ background cultures + 
Russian and Russophone cultures)

7) How would you relate the values and attitudes you 
learned about in the game to your own values and 
attitudes? Are they similar/different and why? To 
what extent, do you think, are values and attitudes 
shaped by individuality, society, history, and other 
factors?

8) Complete this statement: “I used to think… now I 
think…” How has this activity helped you gain further 
intercultural insights about interactions between your 
background cultures and Russian and/or Russophone 
cultures?

9) What do you want to explore further after this ac-
tivity? What are you curious about, or what more 
do you want to learn about regarding similarities 
and differences with Russian and/or Russophone 
cultures?

4. At a later stage, you can use the topics from the quiz 
that are more interesting for the students for further 
optional cultural and intercultural work on Russian and 
Russophone cultures, and for more related intercultural 
activities.

7. 
Variations

• Variation 1: You may want to have learners play 
individually using their own devices, possibly still 
providing an opportunity to discuss the questions in pairs 
or groups. The procedure, mutatis mutandis, will be the 
same as that described above.

• Variation 2: As an alternative to Kahoot, it is possible to 
organize the quiz on Quizlet, Quizizz, or similar tools. The 
procedure (except for the different features of the tools) 
will be the same as that described above.

RFL Intercultural Activity for the University Classroom No. 4

5.4 Conclusion and Final Remarks

In this last chapter we have proposed some examples of original in-
tercultural activities for today’s RFL teaching from an intercultural per-
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spective, which are able to convey a well-rounded picture of Russian and 
Russophone cultures and promote intercultural dialogue between them 
and students’ background cultures, being grounded in the theoretical and 
methodological principles outlined so far.

Let us make some final remarks at the close of the entire book.
The research path conducted in this work has led us to look with a 

different, problematized gaze at the topic under investigation and to build 
new assumptions for modern intercultural RFL teaching.

In Chapter 1 we have focused on the complexity of the idea of culture 
and intercultural dynamics, advocating a critical and non-essentialist at-
titude to ILE and RFL. Therefore, we have presented an intercultural theo-
retical model for RFL teaching which follows a pluricentric approach that 
refuses an exclusively national view of cultural dimension and includes 
in RFL as target cultures both Russian and Russophone cultures (i.e., both 
national and transnational dimensions).

Starting from Chapter 2, we have spent not a few pages address-
ing the critical aspects of RFL teaching linked with academic theories 
(Chapter 2) and textbooks (Chapter 3) by employing critical discourse 
analysis and content analysis research methods. Specifically, Chapter 2 
has demonstrated how the concepts of IC and ICC commonly shared by 
scholars fit into national and cultural essentialist discourses derived from 
linguo-country and linguocultural studies, thus boosting a monolithic, 
essentialized, and stereotyped understanding of culture and intercultural 
dialogue in the RFL area. For its part, Chapter 3, instead, has revealed the 
presence of national and essentialized representations of Russian reality 
and intercultural dialogue in RFL textbooks (with Italy as a case study), 
showing how sometimes they even rely on stereotypes (e.g., “Russian 
soul”).

With Chapter 4, we have shifted the analysis to the concrete educa-
tional level, by examining the IE-based RFL teaching practices commonly 
implemented by university teachers through action research, classroom 
observation, and survey research methods (with a focus on Italy, Lithu-
ania, and the Euro-American context). Both negative and positive sides 
of intercultural pedagogy have emerged, stimulating a rethinking of the 
modalities of culture and IE teaching in the RFL classroom.

Finally, in Chapter 5 we have offered four RFL intercultural activi-
ties based on authentic materials (literary texts and audiovisual inputs) 
and active learning techniques (role play, storytelling, case studies, and 
games) for the development of critical cultural awareness and the en-
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hancement of intercultural dialogue in a university setting. The activities 
have been commented in detail and accompanied by a description of their 
general ideas and rationale, as well as of the main methodological princi-
ples underlying them.

This study has disclosed the ideological nature of RFL intercultural 
teaching by investigating its national and cultural essentialist discourses 
and has advocated a pluricentric and complex image of the Russian-speak-
ing cultural space. Such a critical and non-essentialist understanding is 
probably not new for FLE in other FLs, as it is for the specific RFL field, 
where—as we know—static, mythologized, and uncritical ideas and rep-
resentations of identity and culture (e.g., “Russian soul”) still prevail to 
this day.

Further perspectives of inquiry opened up by this research lie in the 
in-depth analysis of the relationships between the various components 
of teaching activity (teacher, student, textbook, learning environment, 
etc.) and—to think even more ambitiously—in the collection of more data 
on how IE-based RFL is taught in Europe and around the world, so as 
to enable us to corroborate, refute, or reconfigure the results so far and 
construct an effective teaching model for the entire European and global 
context.

At the time of writing, since the Russo-Ukrainian war is still going 
on, the question of Russian and Russophone identities is the order of the 
day.

The Russian debate on RFL teaching up to this point, insofar as it 
has been fundamentally built upon national and cultural essentialist dis-
courses, has never in fact been properly intercultural but has come clos-
er to teacher-centered models of a multicultural nature tending toward 
tolerance rather than dynamic dialogue between cultures. In particular, 
identifying culture with mere nationality and basing intercultural dia-
logue on the exchange between static and monolithic cultural identities 
(as has been done so far by most of the academia) cannot be the key 
to a real intercultural RFL teaching. This is also testified by the tragic 
circumstances named above, which indicate the importance of adopting 
a proper intercultural approach that is able to foster productive interac-
tions between cultures and result in a deeper understanding and respect, 
bringing about positive changes and transformations at the individual as 
well as society levels.

From this point of view, even the horizons for future RFL teaching 
from an intercultural perspective that we seem to glimpse cannot fail to 
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take into account the critical issues and new ways of conceiving the uni-
versity teaching of Russian in an FL environment we have pointed out.

First and foremost, it is necessary for a renewed IE-based teaching 
of RFL that, through research, a more complex and comprehensive vi-
sion be made available to teachers that contemplates both Russian and 
Russophone cultures as target cultures in RFL and considers the dialogue 
between these and the students’ background cultures as the encounter 
between multiple, rich worlds irreducible to predefined behavioral pat-
terns and categories.

Second, it is also imperative that this manner of understanding RFL 
teaching does not remain at the theoretical level of teacher training and 
professional knowledge, but is also implemented in daily teaching prac-
tice through appropriate intercultural activities, configured along the 
lines of those presented here, that help strengthen the learner’s intercul-
tural sensitivity.

We are not saying that this will be an easy and immediate process, 
but what is certain is that it is a process that can no longer be postponed.
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