
Chapter 7 – Interview with Will Baker 
(transcript) 

I: OK, Will. Well, thank you very much for agreeing to be interviewed for the website. 
Can I ask you first of all just to briefly introduce yourself and outline your main areas of 
research interest? 
 
W: OK. Well, first of all, thank you for the invitation to speak, I am very happy to do so. 
 
Ehm, so I am a lecturer in, eh, modern languages at the University of Southampton. I 
work within the Centre for Global Englishes where I am the deputy director, and, ah, my 
main research interests have been in intercultural communication, and particularly 
English as a lingua franca in intercultural communication. So I’ve looked at various things 
within that but my main focus has been on the cultural dimension and the identity 
dimension to that. So really what intercultural communication and ELF as fields of study 
can contribute to our understanding of those concepts. I’ve been particularly interested 
recently in how, uh, the fields of intercultural communication research and the fields of 
English as a lingua franca research, how they converge or diverge, so how they have 
similar perspectives or different perspectives on these ideas. And, uh, that’s really been 
the first area of my research – it’s the theoretical concern, so what we mean by culture, 
what we mean by by identity, how that works in intercultural communication. 
 
And the second part of my research has been looking at the pedagogic implications of 
this. So I have been very interested in what this means for English language teaching in 
particular, because I think over the last few decades, the sort of, the cultural dimension 
and the identity dimension to second-language learning and teaching has really come to 
the fore, and is now a sort of, an established part of what language teaching is about 
and what English language teaching is about. But I do think that, particularly, the 
cultural dimension has often been poorly understood or poorly conceptualized in that. 
So I think it’s really important that we look at what these implications are for the 
research and pedagogy, but we also look at pedagogic research and think, OK, how can 
that improve our understandings of these concepts of cultural identity for language 
learners and language teaching.  
 
I: Thank you, Will. Now, your article in the ELT journal covers both the, your theoretical 
concern and your pedagogic concerns in the role of culture in English as a lingua franca 
communication. Now, in this article, you outline the differences between Byram’s 
framework of intercultural communicative competence and your own intercultural 
awareness framework. 
 
W: Mhm. 



 
I: Could you briefly explain why you felt a re-evaluation of this framework was necessary 
in relation to the global spread of English? 
 
W: Uhm, yeah. I think there were a number of reasons. It’s perhaps easier if I start with 
my motivation. 
 
I: Yeah. 
 
W: So, yeah, I think Byram’s framework is very useful and very pervasive for good 
reason, and I began by using Byram’s framework in my own research and I found it very 
productive, it was very helpful. But what I did find was really there were two things that 
were happening as I was conducting my own research, which firstly, what the, uh, the 
participants in my research that I had were doing and how they were talking about 
English didn’t always fit Byram’s framework, and also reading about other approaches 
to intercultural communication and understanding second language use also didn’t 
exactly always fit Byram’s framework. And the way it didn’t fit really was that I think 
Byram’s framework is very much built around national conceptions of culture. Eh, I think 
in a lot of intercultural communication, and it’s probably always been there, I don’t 
think it’s necessarily a contemporary thing, but it’s perhaps come out a bit more now, is 
that the national is not always the frame of reference, there are other ways of thinking 
about and talking about culture. And this wasn’t just something that was theoretical, 
this was something my research participants were telling me, and also something I could 
observe in some of the recordings of intercultural communication that I had. So I felt 
that there needed to be a re-evaluation of the framework, building on what was very 
useful in it already, but perhaps moving away from this focus on the national.  
 
I: Now, in this focus away from national conceptions, you refer to the fluid and dynamic 
relationship between culture and language and lingua franca communication. What 
ways, in your opinion, can culture be viewed, then, as an emergent negotiated 
resource? 
 
W: Uhm, well, that’s a very big question. So I’ll try and give a sort of – 
 
I: In a nutshell.  
 
W: Yeah, in a nutshell, what I mean by that. Uhm, well, I think there are – the paths, it’s 
been perhaps too simplistic, but there are two ways that culture is traditionally being 
approached, or people have tried to explain it, in intercultural communication and 
subsequently in ELF communication as well. One is the idea that culture is somehow 
inevitably linked to a language, and by that I mean a specific language, so the idea is 
best known through, ah, the strong version of linguistic relativity, this [inaudible] 
hypothesis. So the idea that, uh, a language somehow contains a culture, so the English 
will in some way in the grammatical structures, in the lexis for example, has the culture 



of the Anglophone world in it. And that when you learn to speak English you learn to 
think like an Anglophone. 
 
Now, I think that’s clearly very problematic. I mean, English is just, I think highlighted 
this, it’s such a huge global scale, in so many different contexts and there’s so many 
different kinds of people using it, that clearly it can’t just be fixed to this Anglophone 
context or this Anglophone way of thinking or it wouldn’t work as a lingua franca. So I 
think that’s the first problem with it. The second, eh, problematic and perhaps again 
over-simplified way of looking at, eh, language and culture is that ELF communication is 
somehow culturally neutral or identity neutral, that you can pull out the culture, you can 
pull out identity from it, so that when you’re talking through English as a lingua franca, 
cultural identity are not issues of concern. Now, I think that’s very problematic and 
that’s a, I think, really, a fundamental misunderstanding of communication, and that 
culture and identity are always there. 
 
Now, people are always there and people have identities. They cannot hide their 
identity, they cannot pretend not to be there, and culture is always there. The culture is 
people’s experiences, their life histories, the second to which they’re talking about, the 
discourses in which they are engaging. So you can’t remove culture identity from any 
kind of communication, whether it’s ELF communication or other kinds of intercultural 
communication, well, first-language communication. But I think people are perhaps 
right to say that culture, although they may not always say it, there might be times 
when you are looking at a lingua franca kind of communication, or any other kind of 
communication, where you won’t learn much about it from looking at identity or 
culture, but it doesn’t mean they’re not there, it just means they’re perhaps not of 
particular interest. So I think really that’s two problems with traditional ways of looking 
at culture, either the simplistic linguistic relativity one, the cultures of language that are 
inevitably linked, or the culturally neutral or identity neutral idea that, you know, there 
is no cultural identity there. 
 
So, I think the way we need to think about this, and I am certainly not making any claims 
to be the first person to say this, is that we need to have a much more flexible and fluid 
and dynamic approach to culture and language and the relationship between them. So I 
won’t go into the, the theory of it or the history of these ideas or I could be here for 
hours. I mean, to put it simply or to simplify things, then, one way of approaching it is to 
look at how the relationships between culture, language, and identity are constructed in 
each individual example of communication, and I think that’s a much more productive 
approach. So you don’t come with preconceptions, or you do, I mean obviously you 
have some pre-conceptions, but you keep those preconceptions very open. 
 
So the way that people talk about cultures, construct cultures, and construct identities 
through English is not predetermined before the actual communication takes place. We 
need to look at the communication itself, we need to look at, ‘OK, what do people refer 
to here? How do they position themselves? How do they self-identity? Sorry, so how do 



they self-identify? And also how do other people identify them?’ So if we take a concept 
such as national cultural identity, it’s when people are talking, do they use the language 
to talk about their national cultures, do they talk about it at, eh, a national level, or do 
they use the language to talk about other kinds of cultural groupings? They might be 
talking about professional groupings, they might be talking about regional groupings, or 
perhaps something like leisure interest groupings, something like that. And, I think, 
something I find is that there’s a common sort of cultural grouping that’s referred to in 
intercultural communication, particularly among men anyway, is football. The number 
of times I’ve had conversations about football with people from all around the world 
because it’s a topic that they think people will share. 
 
I: So it’s the communities of practice, then, that are relevant? 
 
W: Yeah, exactly, yes. And these are constructed in situ. I think a lot of the time. If 
people negotiate, now what they’ll find with me is that I know nothing about football, so 
that doesn’t work as a topic. But yeah, it’s one of those things that you can’t, people 
might talk about football, they’ll try it with you but anyone who’s, you know, got any 
experience with intercultural communication will quickly switch to another topic, they’ll 
realize that they’re not gonna get very far talking about football with me, they’ll know a 
lot more about it than I will, and the conversation will run out very quickly and they’ll 
pick another topic. But just assume that, that because we’re talking in English we’re 
gonna be talking about English culture, or British culture or American culture. It’s 
generally over simplistic there, so it’s constructed in situ, and in negotiation, in the 
dialogue.  
 
I: Now obviously, then, if this is constructed in situ and in the dialogue, this, this has a 
lot of implications for ELT, but it also poses a lot of challenges for English language 
teachers as well. 
 
W: Mhm.  
 
I: So, could you briefly describe the pedagogical implications of this work and the 
possible barriers to implementing change in the ELT classroom? 
 
W: Mm, yeah. I mean, I think there’s, uh, a couple of things I’d like to say here. Firstly, 
ah, in the article you referred to earlier, in the ELTJ ...    
 
I: Yeah. 
 
W: I think I set out six different strands or themes to explore. 
 
I: You did. 
 



W: I think it’s important that those are seen as examples or suggestions. They’re very 
broad level, so they’re not prescriptions for teaching.  
 
I: So exploring local cultures, exploring language learning materials, exploring traditional 
media and arts through English. 
 
W: Yeah, exactly, yeah. So, I mean, these are different strands that can be explored by 
different teachers and they’re not given as a prescriptive approach, you don’t have to 
follow all six strands, I think actually more recently I’ve combined it into five strands, but 
they’re not that you go though each step or each strand, you know, one week is 
Strand 1, one week is Strand 2. So I think that it’s important that people see them as 
recommendations or suggestions that can be adapted and taken as necessary. But I 
think, I mean, I agree with you, not all of these, ah, strands are going to be applicable in 
all contexts, I would never suppose that they would be. I’m sure there’s situations 
where Internet access is not easy so, you know, exploring websites or chat sessions, on, 
you know, synchronous chat sessions, is not going to be possible. There are probably 
other instances where actually communication with people from other cultures or other 
language backgrounds is not going to be possible, but I think that in every classroom 
there are opportunities to explore intercultural communication and to develop 
intercultural awareness. 
 
Now, I think this is up to the teacher to decide, but I think sometimes what happens is 
that people assume, because they’ve got a supposedly monolingual or monocultural 
classroom, there’s nothing there, and I don’t think that’s true, I think there are always 
culture issues that are always there. Classes are always more diverse than people often 
at first see, think, or seem to think, so if you have a supposedly monolingual or 
monocultural class, often if you ask people, you know, ‘What’s your background? Where 
do your family come from? Do you have any relatives that, you know, speak other 
languages?’ and you’ll often find that people do, very often, you know, either so many 
generations back somebody came from another country, or a cousin of theirs has 
married someone from another country and they speak two languages at home, 
something like that. 
 
People also have, you know, different cultural groupings that aren’t national ones, 
people have different religious groupings, they have, you know, their parents will have 
different professions, different educations, so there’s actually a lot of diversity in a 
classroom that can be explored, even in supposedly monolingual or monocultural 
classrooms, and I think that’s something you can bring out and that helps students to 
realize the complexity of culture and cultural identities, but even though, you know, 
their friend [inaudible] sitting in the class in Indonesia, their friend might be Indonesian 
and speak the same form of Indonesian that they do, but it doesn’t mean their friend is 
identical to them. And obviously students are very aware of this but they often don’t 
explicitly talk about it and discuss it, and they certainly don’t apply it to the idea of 
language and language learning. 



 
And then of course you can have the cultural materials that are in the language learning 
materials that people have. Now, I’ve, I’ve come across very few language classrooms 
that have no materials at all, I think almost all language classrooms have materials in 
one form or another. And you can explore the images of culture in those materials. You 
know, who is speaking English in those materials, what kind of person are they, how do 
the students relate to that. You know, is it a local person speaking English? If it is, do 
they agree with the local presentation of culture there? Is it, you know, some, ah, an 
American or a British person speaking English? What do they think of the presentations 
of British or American culture there? So there are always things that can be explored, I 
think in almost every classroom.  
 
I: In what ways does this, then, relate to your 12 components if IC? Do you have Level 1 
Basic Cultural Awareness, Level 2 Advanced Cultural Awareness, Level 3 Intercultural 
Awareness? In addition to raising their awareness and their critical understanding, ehm, 
in what ways can ELF research contribute perhaps to raising awareness of the strategies 
that people use to mediate communication? 
 
W: Yeah, I mean, I think this is obviously a very important part of ELF research and 
something that has lots of implications for pedagogy, and I think that one of the things 
that ELF research can do is present examples of it. So I mean my, I think something very 
useful that ELF researchers are beginning to engage in, and I think could do more, is to 
produce materials that have examples of what an ELF conversation looks like. Which is, 
in many ways, I think not going to be any different to what people looked at before, but 
the focus will be different, so, we can look at, OK, how did that student or – sorry, 
‘student’ –  how did that interlocutor negotiate that piece of misunderstanding or how 
did they get over that difficulty or how did they make it successful? How did they find a 
topic that they can both discuss or how did they find an understanding of that term that 
they both could agree on? So I think some of it, some of it will be a change in emphasis. 
So rather than perhaps saying, ‘OK, here’s a grammatical structure, learn that and then 
you’ll be able to communicate’, it will be, ‘Here’s an example of dialogue, what 
strategies do the people in this dialogue use to successfully communicate, that, and 
those’ – Sorry, you were going to ...? 
 
I: No, continue, it’s fine. 
 
W: No, what I was going to say is those strategies can then form the basis of teaching 
and of lesson plans. But, I mean, I think one of the important things is that, eh, a point 
here made by, eh, eh, Martin Dewey, which I think is very important, is that I think ELF, 
there isn’t an ELF pedagogy but what ELF suggests is that we need to have not only, uh, 
the post-method approach to teaching methods or teaching approaches, but we almost 
need to have a post-normative approach, where we need to move away in language 
teaching, not just English language teaching but perhaps language teaching in general, 
from this idea that there are set norms out there. So we need to actually teach much 



more about the amount of negotiation, the amount of adaptation, the amount of 
fluidity in language in communication. Now clearly that has major implications, not least 
for testing, because how you test for diversity and difference is very different to testing 
for norms. But I think that’s a very important point and something that really I don’t 
think language teaching has begun to address in any kind of depth.  
 
I: And so Dewey suggested that language teachers need to reconceptualize the negation 
of language, the very subject that they teach. 
 
W: Mhm. 
 
I: So you would suggest the same in relation to the relationship between language and 
culture? 
 
W: Very much so. 
 
I: In ELT? 
 
W: Yeah, yeah. I mean, I think it’s, it’s not just language, it’s language and 
communication and then the understanding of culture and identity through 
communication. I think all of that needs to shift to this post-normative perspective 
where, from, well, if there is a norm, the norm is diversity and difference and 
adaptation.  
 
I: So your research, then, also has a lot of implications for teacher education 
programmes? 
 
W: Yeah. I mean, I think that’s probably going to be where it has to start. I mean, I think 
there’s been general agreement that it begins with the teachers. And I think lots of 
teachers are very open. I mean, what I think is really interesting in – Am I allowed to 
refer to it, in your own research ... 
 
I: Yeh, that’s fine. 
 
W: I mean, I think what’s very interesting in your own research and other studies is that 
it specifically looked at implementing teaching programmes that have taken on a global 
Englishes perspective and more of an intercultural perspective, is that often students 
and teachers are very positive about this. 
 
I: You have your own programme as well, in Thailand. 
 
W: Yes, exactly. 
     
I: The British Council project. 



 
W: That’s right, yes, yeah. And I mean, there are, it’s joining a growing body of research 
that is repeating the same findings that, you know, this supposed hostility to diversity 
and difference is actually, you know, it’s not necessarily out there at all, particularly, you 
know, younger teachers and younger students who are open to new ideas because they 
haven’t spent 20 years studying these norms. Eh, you know, they’re very positive about 
these courses and they find them interesting and relevant. So I think, you know, if we 
begin with teacher training that has this from the beginning, then teachers will be 
invested in this idea, so I think that’s where the change will start. 
 
I: The future looks promising. Well, it was nice to end this interview on a very positive 
note, Will. 
 
W: Yes, it’s been – 
 
I: Thank you very much. 
 
W: OK, well, thank you very much, Nicola. 
 
I: Thank you.  


