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Abstract

The Australian Defence Force School of Languages (DFSL) is the
primary training centre for the delivery of Languages Other Than
English (LOTE) training within the Australian Defence Force
(ADF). It is important that the curriculum design, development,
delivery and evaluation optimise the effectiveness and efficiency
of ADF LOTE capability to enhance Australia’s projection of ‘soft
power’ in protecting its national interests. DFSL course packages
are designed to support multiple LOTE, which enables standardised
courses to be developed and delivered in various target languages,
in response to evolving ADF priorities. These packages are later
contextualised to reflect the target countries’ cultural contexts. The
purpose of the LOTE Strategic Engagement (SE) course is to prepare
selected ADF members for overseas representational postings and to
produce graduates with sufficient command of the target language
and a sufficient level of cultural knowledge to act as communication
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facilitators in routine and non-routine military settings at the strategic
level. SE duties require interaction with foreign government, defence
and industry organisations and individuals. In this chapter, I will
focus on a number of course design solutions aimed at supporting
SE graduates’ future contribution to the building of strategic
relationships.

Keywords: interculturality, language course design, intercultural
communication, rapport-building, strategic engagement

1. Introduction

Recognition has been growing of the importance of cultural knowledge for
Languages Other Than English (LOTE) learners and the need to cultivate
learners’ communicative competence through cultural teaching (Liddicoat
& Scarino, 2013; Wilson & Wilson, 2001; Xue, 2014). Because our cultural
and linguistic knowledge affects the ways in which we think, behave and
interact, imprecise interpretation of a target language cultural norm or
linguistic expression can lead to miscommunication or communication
breakdown, which could potentially have serious implications in the civilian
world and be absolutely critical in the military context. Liddicoat (2008)
argues that language issues arise in communication both within coalitions
of allies and in interaction with local people in theatres of conflict. On the
other hand, a deeper understanding of the target country’s cultural nuances
can help reduce the risk of military confrontation, assist with the task of
interoperability with key partners and improve the coordination of responses
to shared international challenges, including terrorism, humanitarian
assistance and disaster relief. It is also key to boosting a nation’s soft power,
which can be a force as effective and motivating as traditional military hard
power (Nye, 2002).

The Australian Defence Force’s (ADF) focus on international engagement
and language requirements has never been greater, as reflected in the 2016
Defence White Paper. This chapter discusses international engagement as
an important part of the Australian government’s approach to building
international partnerships and stresses the importance of ‘strengthening
Defence’s international engagement and international defence relationships
and arrangements’ (Department of Defence, 2016, p. 21). By implication,
the provision of LOTE training within ADF is part of Australia’s projection
of ‘soft power’.
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The Australian Defence Force School of Languages (DFSL) is a unique
LOTE training institution that exists to serve ADF needs and therefore is
purely vocational with a military focus. Apart from the method of selecting
prospective students, which consists of a compulsory pre-course language
aptitude testing process, the internal course design and development
process, small classes and full-time intensity of DFSL courses are clearly the
school’s defining features (Deck, 1999; Surachestpong, 2016). To achieve
the levels of LOTE proficiency and cultural knowledge required for ADF
members’ future workplace tasks, time needs to be spent on targeted tasks
that are identified in the design process and implemented in class by highly
experienced language teachers.

DEFSL language programs aim to minimise chances of intercultural
communication breakdown by equipping ADF personnel with knowledge
of the target language and culture as well as communicative strategies, which
increase theirability to influence the outcomes of interactions conducted in an
intercultural environment. The 46-week-long LOTE Strategic Engagement
(SE) course prepares selected ADF members for overseas representational
postings, including embassy and foreign staft college positions, and aims
to produce graduates with sufficient command of LOTE and a sufficient
level of cultural knowledge to act as communication facilitators within
routine and non-routine military settings at the strategic level. SE duties
are performed in diverse contexts and require interaction with foreign
government, defence and industry organisations and individuals.

Most SE students start the course with no target language proficiency
and, after completing a range of concurrent modules for six hours per day
over the 46-week period, reach what is described as an ‘Intermediate’ or
‘Generally effective’ level of proficiency by the end of the course. As limited
LOTE and cultural awareness of SE job incumbents can have potentially
very serious implications for the ADE the course designers put considerable
thought into creating multiple solutions to address this issue while most
efficiently meeting ADF requirements.

This chapter will outline different SE course development and delivery
solutions, which are based on DFSL course designers’ understanding of
language teaching and learning as an intercultural venture. The solutions
include an intercultural awareness module, a focus on rapport-building
language and language required to conduct business relating to SE plans
and activities, the introduction of military terminology and workplace task-
specific modules.
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2. Intercultural awareness learning outcome

The DESL SE course is designed for military learners with no prior
knowledge of the target language or culture. It comprises multiple learning
outcomes (LOs). LOTE skills are taught in conjunction with an intercultural
awareness LO called “Work collaboratively in an intercultural context to

support SE tasks’.

As they progress through the language-specific LOs, SE learners will
also be acquiring intercultural knowledge and developing intercultural
communication skills, which are critical in equipping SE graduates with
the ability to influence the outcome of interactions conducted in an
intercultural environment. The intercultural awareness LO has a significant
attitudinal component, as well as underpinning knowledge and skills
required to work collaboratively in an intercultural context. Students are
required to participate in intercultural events, multiple rapport-building
and workplace-based role-plays, and visits involving the target language
culture. The content of this module is intended to be interwoven with all
of the other LOs on this course; however, teachers can choose to address
certain aspects of the module in stand-alone lessons.

As part of this module, SE students learn about the importance of cultural
awareness and the significance of intercultural communication, various
factors shaping the national/regional identity of people in the target country
(e.g. history, values, attitudes, norms, social structure and status, customs,
social conventions), and strategies that can be used to facilitate intercultural
communication. The requirement to apply these strategies is built into SE
course assessment rubrics. In this way, information is collected on students’
ability to show interest and respect, ask questions to seck clarification,
withhold judgement, adapt responses and so on.

SE students are encouraged to reflect, discuss, engage in multiple tasks and
draw on their own experiences when working on this module of the course.
As part of their studies, they are also encouraged to critically examine their
own culture as well as the target language culture. As Liddicoat and Scarino
(2013) argue, LOTE learning is ‘an act of learning about the other and
about the self and of the relationships which exist between self and other’
(p. 2). To successfully pass this LO, the students need to apply culturally
appropriate target language and behaviour, as well as strategies to facilitate
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intercultural communication through a number of assessment events. They
are also required to share target culture and intercultural knowledge and
experiences with their classmates.

This module is designed to assist SE graduates with the task of moving
between different linguistic and cultural systems and to enable them to
embrace the new cultural identity that LOTE learning inevitably moves
them to take on.

3. Rapport-building language

The development of rapport-building language is specifically built into the
SE course design to support graduates’ future contributions to relationship
building. This LO introduces the target language knowledge and skills
required to build rapport with native speakers, build general conversational
fluency, and engage in basic conversations relating to daily life and the
military. SE students are taught to apply appropriate social and cultural
conventions when engaging in conversations to build rapport (e.g. eye
contact, body language and gestures, formal and informal greetings and
leave-taking expressions), appropriate use of honorifics (terms of address),
social norms regarding physical contact (e.g. handshakes, public displays of
affection), appropriate rapport-building topics and expressions, differences
in male—male, male—female and female—female interactions, and so on.
All these conventions obviously differ according to the language and cultural
background of the speaker. SE students are taught vocabulary, language
patterns and structures used when asking and answering questions related
to personal information, titles and naming systems, and much more.

Even though the bulk of rapport-building language teaching occurs during
the foundation phase of the SE course, provision is made for the continual
practice of rapport-building skills throughout the course, particularly general
conversation skills. The requirement to engage in casual conversations
in multiple scenarios is built into the second-phase workplace task-based
module of the SE course.
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4. Military terminology module and
workplace task-specific modules

Kramsch (2008) argues that the focus in language teaching cannot be just on
teaching a linguistic code, but should also be on teaching meaning. When
it comes to meaning in the military context, there are of course further
complications and interconnected dimensions. When military personnel
from different countries meet and engage in workplace interaction, not
only do they represent different cultures, but they also represent different
military organisations with their respective agendas and strategic priorities,
as well as some of the sub-cultures within these organisations (i.e. army,
navy or air force). To achieve their communication goals, ADF members
must perform the extremely complex task of interpreting linguistic and
cultural codes at these multiple levels.

Wilson and Wilson (2001, p. 77) argue that communication is a ‘socially and
jointly constructed (inter)action of which power is an indissoluble part’ and
that ‘intercultural communication on a global level is steeped in relations of
power and domination’. These points are particularly accurate and relevant
in the military context. To assist ADF members with the complex task of
intercultural communication, DFSL course designers introduced a range
of military-specific modules in the SE curriculum. The ‘Apply basic military
terminology in rapport-building conversations’ module teaches SE students
how to apply relevant military terminology in a range of contexts. Students
participate in multiple role-plays involving small talk relevant to military
life, as well as deliver a presentation in the target language on certain aspects

of the ADE

The second phase of the SE course covers eight main military-related
themes: 1. Military equipment, 2. Military personnel, 3. Politics and
society, 4. International defence relations, 5. Security, 6. Military role, issues
and operations, 7. Religion and economy, and 8. Ceremonies. Within each
theme, there are a number of sub-topics. Through these themes, SE students
learn about defence cooperation and joint military training between
Australia and the target language country, contemporary political issues
in Australia and the target language country, defence policy and strategic
direction in both countries and much more.
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The aim of these themes is to develop the students’” language proficiency
in SE-related topics to the highest possible level, to ensure they have
the necessary language and cultural knowledge and skills to engage with
their counterparts on these topics in the target language. The length of
time to spend on each theme, and on each topic within each theme, is
not prescriptive, as the importance of the various themes and topics varies
from target country to target country. Therefore, it is up to each language
department to determine the priorities and order of themes and topics most
appropriate to their language, while ensuring that all themes are covered.

One of the skills identified in the SE training needs analysis is the ability
to express both agreement and disagreement with others. As the students’
ability to express agreement and disagreement improves, more complex
expressions are introduced, enabling the students to ‘soften’ how they express
disagreement to maximise the chances that their disagreement is received
well and to avoid causing offence or tension: for example, ‘I can see what
you mean, but have you thought about ...?’; ‘T'm not sure you're quite right
about that’; “What about ...?’; ‘I appreciate where you are coming from, but
from my perspective...”. All DFSL language departments are encouraged
to use debate language-task format and role-plays of military meetings in
which the parties are required to discuss opposing views while monitoring
triggers for offence and misunderstanding. Lesson materials also contain
guidelines for explaining the inability to provide an immediate spoken
response to a question, which may be due, for instance, to difficulties in
articulating a response in a target language or to not knowing the answer.

Bennett (1986) argues that participants in intercultural training programs
expect not only specific knowledge about a foreign culture and the linguistic
and behavioural habits of its members, but also, above all, guidance on
how to proceed in intercultural situations. DFSL courses aim to provide
ADF members with interaction-relevant knowledge that will enable them
to perform effectively in their future SE jobs. The ‘Communicate in
target language in support of SE tasks’ LO is built around real-life tasks
and topics that DFSL graduates are likely to discuss in their future jobs.
In this module, SE students are required to apply their linguistic and
cultural knowledge when completing a range of activities replicating SE job
tasks. They are required to discuss topics of mutual interest with their
target country’s military counterparts and conduct business relating to SE
plans and activities. Conducting business related to SE plans and activities
involves discussions of various aspects of ADF plans and policies, logistics
arrangements, combined operations, security, and so on, as well as writing
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related texts. As part of this module, SE students are also taught how to
acknowledge differences of opinion and attitudes, how to show interest, raise
concerns in a tactful manner, minimise the possibility of misunderstanding
and use turn-taking procedures appropriately. This part of the course is
linked closely to the ‘Apply language learning strategies in context” module.

Students’ knowledge and attitudes are assessed through a range of tasks.
For example, the students are required to make arrangements for and escort
visitors in culturally appropriate ways—using appropriate opening and
closing salutations, polite expressions and forms of address when writing
messages related to visit arrangements (including when misunderstandings
regarding visit arrangements occur), using appropriate gestures, facial
expressions and eye contact, and so on. SE students are also presented with
a problem and asked to negotiate a solution to this problem as part of a
role-play. The ability to negotiate a solution is one of the assessment criteria
used for this task and one of the examples of the training situation in which
SE students are asked to demonstrate their skills in influencing the outcome
of an interaction.

5. Language learning strategies module

Another module that is taught concurrently with the rest of the SE
curriculum is the ‘Apply selected study and language learning strategies in
context’ module. Even though the main focus of this module is on the
specific strategies that support SE students’ acquisition of vocabulary,
grammar, speaking, listening, reading, writing, translating and interpreting
skills, language-enabling strategies that can facilitate communication are
also covered.

As most DFSL students reach Intermediate level target language proficiency
by the end of the SE course, it is crucial to teach them simplifying skills that
they can use when communicating concepts, ideas and meanings within
their level of language capability. These include the use of circumlocution,
breaking complex sentences into simpler ones, adapting language register as
appropriate and so on.

Because people often misread signs and intentions when crossing cultural
borders, it is important to ensure that DFSL students are able to employ
strategies to check common understanding—paraphrasing, questioning,
echoing, use of confirmatory statements and so on. For example, when
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asking for specific information, SE students are taught to include questions
designed to enable the questioner to distinguish between fact and opinion,
such as ‘Is this your opinion?” and ‘“What is this information based on?’,
or to repeat back what has been said.

All these strategies are incorporated with language teaching as appropriate
throughout the course, and students are required to demonstrate their
abilities in a range of assessment tasks.

6. In-country training module

It is hard to question the transformative value of in-country training for
LOTE learners. Angulo (2010), for example, in her investigation into
the experiences of undergraduate students from the University of Texas
at Austin (UT) who were engaged in study abroad programs, concluded
that studying abroad was a ‘unique and transformative experience’ for
participants (Angulo, 2010, p. 85).

In-country training is one of the final SE LOs, and is conducted over two
weeks in a target language country. In-country training further assists
DEFSL students with the development of their rapport-building skills and
intercultural knowledge. The purpose of in-country training activities is to
provide SE students with language and cultural learning opportunities that
can only be gained in-country, through interaction with members of target
language speech communities. During in-country training, students do two
very important things: ‘they communicate with native speakers trying to be
equal to them and at the same time absorb all cultural nuances they need’
(Coalition of Distinguished Language Centers, 2015, p. 76).

While in the country, DFSL students have the opportunity to practise and
improve their language skills by interacting with people with many different
accents and paces of speech. The overriding motivation behind in-country
training is to immerse the students in the target country language and
culture so as to improve their ability to interact effectively and, ultimately,
to prepare them for their future SE workplace tasks.

Preparation for in-country training is built in throughout the course.
For example, when preparing for the task of discussions with members of
the target language community, SE students choose a topic that interests
them and is related to one of the eight themes covered in the ‘Communicate
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in target language in support of SE tasks’ LO. When choosing the topics,
they are asked to consider what aspects of the target language culture they
wish to explore, what specifically they want to learn and why, and what
they already know about the topic. They are also expected to consider
the backgrounds of the people they would like to talk to, a requirement
being that they include both males and females of different socioeconomic
backgrounds, different ages, different occupations and, if possible, different
areas of the target country. Students discuss with their teachers any linguistic
and cultural difficulties they might face in holding these discussions and
strategies they might be able to employ to overcome these difficulties if/
when they arise. They then research the approved topic while reflecting
on their own ideas and feelings about it. The students receive a great
deal of information on possible discussion stages (greetings, ‘ice-breaking’
comments or questions/rapport-building exchanges, explaining the purpose
of the discussion, introduction of the topic and so on), but are asked to
remember that they need to keep an open mind in case the discussions go
in different directions from what they expect. After consulting with teachers
individually, the students factor any suggestions for improvement into their
plans. The last stage of their preparation is the presentation they give to the
class about their plan for their discussions. Their final presentation should
demonstrate their competence in establishing rapport with, and gaining
the trust of, the other person; asking and answering questions about each
other and the discussion topic, including personal views; and practising
courtesies appropriate to the context—for example, thanking people for
their assistance and taking leave appropriately. Students are also encouraged
to use technology and engage with target language communities as part of
this preparation.

SE students are required to complete a range of activities while in the
country—for example, participate in local group activities, talk to people
from different professions, conduct and record individual discussions
with members of the target language community on a chosen topic, and
plan, prepare and undertake a community—military engagement activity.
The students are expected to apply their intercultural communication
skills while completing these activities. DFSL teachers accompanying their
students on in-country training observe and collect evidence of completion
of each of the required activities, and ensure all the assessment checklists
are completed.
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The effectiveness of in-country training for students is, in large part, affected
by the attitude and dedication of the students themselves. Therefore, DFSL
students are advised that a positive, exploratory and proactive attitude
towards learning will enable them to make the most of the opportunity to
improve their language skills provided by in-country training. Davidson
and Lekic (2010) argue that the immersion setting of in-country training
programs represents an acquisition-rich environment in which intensive
interaction with language and culture leads to significant proficiency
gains. Ongoing positive feedback from DFSL in-country training program
participants supports this view.

A wide range of development and delivery approaches is used to introduce
the above solutions in DFSL courses. DFSL teachers apply a diverse range of
lesson types, class activities and teaching models in their courses. Teachers’
experiences show that an approach that combines various teaching models
and ways of organising and presenting course content maximises outcomes
for DFSL trainees undertaking intensive LOTE courses from diverse
defence and personal backgrounds with a range of preferred learning styles.
DEFSL course design documents ensure consistency across multiple LOTE
courses but offer enough flexibility to course developers and deliverers to
accommodate different learning and teaching styles and needs.

At DFSL, technology is also considered an integral tool in intercultural
language teaching that offers access to a wide range of authentic and
contemporary resources for LOTE education and allows for synchronous
and asynchronous online intercultural engagement practice. As Kern and
Develotte (2018, p. 2) argue, the use of visual media is essential to:

distinguish between cultural learning, which implies acquiring
knowledge about another culture, and intercultural learning, which
involves reflection on one’s personal engagement with multiple
cultures and developing an awareness of one’s cultural assumptions
and interpretative logic in relation to those of others.

7. Conclusion

LOTE learners are always engaged in intercultural communication and
thus are always moving towards the intercultural identity which Liddicoat
and Scarino (2013, p. 29) describe as the site where ‘[t]he borders between
self and other are explored, problematized, and redrawn’. Integrating
intercultural capabilities into SE course language teaching and learning at
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DFSL is of fundamental importance. In their strategy-level military jobs,
DESL SE graduates will rely on their acquired intercultural knowledge,
skills and attitudes to exert influence in the international arena through
subtle means rather than through traditional military hard power
(Hinchcliffe, 2009).

DESL as an institution recognises the need for an intercultural focus in
language learning and has developed a solid practice of intercultural
teaching. DFSLs SE curriculum integrates a range of course development
and delivery solutions designed to help DFSL graduates build relationships
in their future jobs, including the intercultural awareness module, rapport-
building language and language required to conduct business relating to
SE plans and activities, military terminology and workplace task-specific
modules. To consolidate their linguistic and intercultural skills, SE students
participate in in-country training, which provides an authentic and diverse
training environment with linguistic and cultural interaction experiences
not possible in Australia. In-country training activities are designed to give
SE students real insights into the target country’s culture and opportunities
to further develop their linguistic and cultural knowledge and skills.

While there is definitely a place in DFSLs SE curriculum for cultural facts
that give key insights into the target language culture, the key focus is on
the real-life workplace application of cultural knowledge and the ability
of DFSL graduates to engage effectively with their military counterparts.
This is why intercultural awareness is taught and assessed concurrently with
the rest of the SE curriculum.

Just as languages and cultures are constantly evolving, so too is our
understanding of the nature of language teaching. Australian Defence
Force’s strategic priorities are also constantly changing. Lovell (2017, p. 88)
observes that in today’s world ‘soldiers are increasingly asked to do much
more than fight in armed conflicts’. Today, soldiers act as peacekeepers and
as emergency responders; they are required to negotiate and to develop trust.
This is why it is crucial for DESL course designers to be conscious of the need
to be responsive and adaptable to constantly changing ADF requirements,
and to systematically review the school’s teaching and learning priorities and
practices. The ultimate goal is to enhance ADF LOTE capability, which

will, in turn, strengthen Australia’s international strategic partnerships.
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