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Abstract

Intercultural competences in higher education, especially in Brazil, is an incipient 
theme despite its long-lasting importance and its indisputably rich cultural framework. 
An environment with a predominance of the functional perspective of interculturality 
(CANDAU, 2012; WALSH, 2009) still lacks reflections on the development of knowledge 
about the themes that permeate it. This article sought out a conceptual dialogue about 
intercultural competences in higher education, based on qualitative and exploratory 
bibliographic research, incorporating the main national and international publications 
about the subject. Conceptual reflection stemmed from discussions about skills and 
interculturality, as well as the combination of the two concepts (intercultural skills) 
in higher education. Therefore, it was possible to perform a reinterpretation based on 
competences concepts from the perspective of inputs  (predominant North American 
trend with focus on the set of characteristics of the subject) and outputs (predominant 
European trend with focus on results) and interculturality (interaction between cultures) 
with classification concepts as relational, functional and critical described by Walsh 
(2009). From this research, new discussions and perspectives on the subject have been 
presented, as well as empirical studies that will aggregate the results presented here, in 
addition to the search for didactics aimed to develop intercultural competences that can 
be implemented in Higher Education.
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Introduction

In a context full of languages, artifacts, races, religions, dialects, customs, distinct 
beliefs, the world is becoming increasingly globalized and the existence of cultural 
heterogeneity cannot be denied. Brazil alone presents an immense cultural framework 
as a place with unique experiences due to its extensive geographical boundaries. Such 
complexity is accompanied by issues that spring up daily in this context. Within this 
vision, interculturality is applied, which is the interaction (considered in different forms) 
between cultures.

Several questions bring to light interpretations and understandings of studies 
that are developed to answer the questions that arise within the intercultural context. 
Educational institutions, including universities, are places that focus on the formation of 
people. This involves competences that can be developed from a conceptual and practical 
medley that carries intercultural aspects within it, especially in the educational context 
where these skills are developed. “Education is not only a human right but also a right of 
peoples” (CRES, 2018, p. 8).

Therefore, this research aimed to propose a conceptual dialogue about intercultural 
competences (IC) in higher education (HE) based on a literature review. To meet this 
objective: a) we analyze the concepts of competences; b) we discuss the concepts of 
interculturality and; c) we reflect on the dialogue between concepts from the perspective 
of higher education, presenting a reinterpretation of the term intercultural competences.

The IC theme in higher education is considered a precise aspect when it comes to 
delimiting a theme, which is increasingly important due to the undeniable changes that 
have been occurring in Brazilian HE, such as: expansions of the internalization process; 
institutional diversification; globalization; internationalization; new members, among 
others (MOROSINI, 2014).

Institutions in this context no longer prefer to study this theme. As Deardorff (2006) 
states, this is not a process that develops naturally, which is why it requires intentional 
actions within Higher Education Institutions (HEIs). Thus, the author argues that there 
needs to be an evolution in the concept and an effort for research and practice to remain 
up to date with studies and processes that are based on this concept.

Methodological path

The study was basic, qualitative, and exploratory with bibliographic research to 
construct the analysis that allowed the proposition of reinterpretation of IC in higher 
education. Basic research (GIL, 1999) aims to discuss theories and develop new knowledge 
from a theoretical reflection. The qualitative study added to this process aimed to provide 
reflections that did not quantify data or meanings.

By analyzing publications (basic theorists, articles on the topic), the bibliographic 
research provided a perspective on the elaboration of propositions based on the theories 
and contributions published. For Gil (1999), the documents establish the analysis of the 
research. Pizzani et al. (2012) point out that bibliographic research is an important technique 
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that seeks to discuss the main theoretical themes that guide an area. The steps were based 
on Lima and Mioto (2007), based on the parameters defined by the authors.

Regarding competences, we relied on the two main concept perspectives: input 
and output, based on Parry (1996) and Fleury, M.; Fleury, A. (2001) who discuss this 
classification, based on literature considered predominant in Europe (output) and the 
United States (input).

In both concepts, we used bibliographies that discuss competences in the Brazilian 
context, the main ones being: Dutra (2004); Fleury, M.; Fleury, A. (2001, 2004, 2004a); 
Fernandes; Fleury (2007). The two predominant themes were also analyzed using the 
international literature of White (1959); McClelland (1973); Spencer; Spencer (1994); Le 
Boterf (2005); Zarifian (2001), Dolz and Ollagnier (2004), considered classical authors of 
the two themes discussed. The discussions about competences constructed Figure 1, which 
provides better visualization of epistemological themes involving this concept, with the 
two perspectives that guide the research. We also cite some education authors taken from 
Morosini, Cabrera and Felicetti (2011).

For discussions about interculturality, the main references associated with the 
Brazilian context that we adopted were Candau (2012, 2016); Candau; Koff (2006), 
Coppete, Fleuri and Stoltz (2012), with the conceptual reference in Walsh’s Latin America 
vision (2009, 2009a) complementing Mato’s perspective (2008, 2016). Walsh was the key 
reference for discussing the perspectives of interculturality used here, which focuses on 
the three types: relational, functional and critical, being an axis of analysis associated 
with the themes of input and output perspectives, which make up Figure 2.

Given the scant amount of Brazilian literature on IC in higher education, we relied 
on the discussions of Deardorff (2004, 2006, 2009); Freeman et al. (2009), Unesco (2002, 
2009), Dervin (2010), Berardo; Deardorff (2012), Huber; Reynolds (2014).  These works 
were chosen because they present current analyses on the subject and discuss both the 
historical concept of the theme, applications and methods, models, as well as studies 
aimed at education and higher education.

However, we sought epistemological surveillance, as defended by Lima; Mioto (2007, 
p. 37), to “carry out a tireless movement to apprehend the objectives”. We also understand 
that research does not exhaust a particular concept. Since the methods used here are 
limited, empirical research that will further explore the proposal presented is needed.

Results & discussions

To present the reinterpretation and conceptual reflections, we chose to discuss 
intercultural competences by dividing it up. As Huber; Reynolds (2014) point out, to 
understand CI it is necessary to understand the related concepts. First, we debate the 
concept of competences, then interculturality and, finally, intercultural skills, thus 
providing a conceptual reflection with a reinterpretation for higher education.

Competences
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McClelland (1973) was the first to start to elaborate the concept of competence 
in a structured way,  searching for a more concrete approximation to select people for 
organizations compared to the previously used intelligence tests (DUTRA, 2004).

Basically, at the individual level, competence encompasses the three basic pillars: 
knowledge, skill and attitudes (CHA). Durand (2000) points out that these three vertices 
must be interconnected, related to a certain purpose. He also argues that the values and 
beliefs shared by a team influence an individual’s behavior. This conceptual approach 
is apparently the most accepted when it comes to analyzing the work environment 
(BRANDÃO; GUIMARÃES, 2001).

The French debate on the theme of competences arose in the 1970s, “precisely from 
questioning the concept of qualification and the process of professional training, mainly 
technical” (FLEURY, M.; FLEURY, A., 2001, p. 186), which did not satisfy the need of the 
market and the formation of these, thus, they took the debate to the educational field. One 
of the authors who sought to extrapolate the concept was Zarifian (2001), who analyzed 
competence from various organizational perspectives by discussing technical, service, 
process and social skills.

Sá & Paixão (2013) discussed the polysemy of the concept from behaviorist and 
integrated approaches. Historically, White (1959) describes competence as personal 
characteristics and McClelland (1973) conceptualizes it as a characteristic underlying 
the subject, the latter being a reference of the concept as input (behaviorist). In the 
integrated approach (systemic and complex), authors such as Le Boterf (2005) describe 
the concept with a multidimensional vision. Authors of this theme as Zarifian (2001) and 
Dolz; Ollagnier (2004) also fit into this approach (FERNANDES, FLEURY, 2007, p. 106). 
The authors of the integrated approach are also considered advocates of the conceptual 
perspective of output.

Dutra (2004) and Fleury, M.; Fleury, A. (2001) sought to balance both perspectives. 
In the 1980s, in Brazil, the theme received relevance in studies that discussed competence 
of the individual and organization. Research was elaborated differentiating several 
concepts of competences (individual, professional, organizational, managerial), matrices, 
and management by competences. Such scenario is initially based on thinking about 
competence as input (FERNANDES; FLEURY, 2007), which has become a predominant 
trend in Brazil. Therefore, competence is a knowing how to act responsibly and recognized, 
which implies “mobilizing, integrating, transferring knowledge, resources and skills, which 
add economic value to the organization and social value to the individual” (FLEURY, M.; 
FLEURY, A., 2001, p. 188).

The literature can also be assessed through the prevailing trends, either by 
approaches or in a territorial space such as the division of debates into “American and 
European”. Parry (1996) points out that in the United States, competence is considered 
input, treated as a set of characteristics that affect the actions of the subjects, while in 
Europe competence is considered output, that is, the individual demonstrates competence 
from the moment he/she can assimilate and overcome the results of his/her actions.
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This classification in its conceptual essence (input and output) was adopted here 
as a reference to analyze the Intercultural Competences (IC) concept. Figure 1 seeks to 
demonstrate how the two perspectives (input and output) operate.

Figure 1 – Concept of competency from the input and output perspective

COMPETENCY
Authors: White (1959); McClelland (1973); Spencer e Spencer (1994); Boyatzis (1982);  Green (1999); 

Muchinsky (2004); Durand (2000);  Attewell (1990)

INPUT - North American Concept (focus on people)

OUTPUT - European concept (focus on acheivement)

Authors: Le Boterf (1995); Zarifian (2001); Dolz e Ollagnier (2004)

input outputCompetences

Authors Brasil: Dutra (2004); Fleury e Fleury (2001); Gattai (2008)

Source: Created by the Authors (2018).

In the educational sphere, discussions about the theme are perceived as mainly 
individual competences, whether from the student’s, teacher’s or manager’s perspective. 
Morosini, Cabrera and Felicetti (2011) highlight some of the main authors who discuss 
competence in the education context: Delors (1996), Sugumar (2009), Rios (2001), Braslavsky 
(1999), Perrenoud (1999), Goergen (2000) who discuss competences in regards to teaching 
competence, emphasizing that such approaches basically include two sides: “the unfolding 
(planning) and implementation (execution) of professional knowledge, as well as ideas and 
skills that the teacher possesses” (MOROSINI, CABRERA; FELICETTI, 2011, p. 232).

The next section reflects upon culture, multiculturalism and interculturality, with 
intercultural dialogues focusing on education as its central objective. We understand that 
discussions about culture, provided here in a broader sense, reinforce the complexity of the 
concept and intentionally do not focus on the minutiae of discussions about this topic in 
order to explain its main conceptual configuration, as the central focus is intercultural skills.

Culture, multiculturality & interculturality

Studies about culture are already comprehensive in the literature and increasingly 
subdivided. Hofstede (1980) is a prominent author in the study of national cultures. 
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Example: knowledge, abilities & 
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He defines culture as a collective phenomenon that is learned and not inherited. Some 
authors focus on studies about culture, its concepts, aspects and differences that permeate 
this context (CLIFFORD; MARCUS, 1986; GEERTZ, 1973; KRAMSCH, 1998). Much 
cited in Brazil, Hofestde (1980) says culture is the collective programming of spirits 
that distinguishes the members of one human group from another. Other research on 
communication (CRICHTON; SCARINO, 2007) and linguistic studies focus on the need for 
a shared understanding of language and its meaning(s) in use (KRAMSCH, 1998).

Sousa Santos and Nunes (2003, p. 3) highlight that the concept of culture can be seen 
from two perspectives: from the area of humanities, which deals with the term “in terms of 
value, aesthetic, moral or cognitive criteria, which, defining itself as universal, eliminates the 
cultural difference or historical specificity of the objects they classify.” The other perspective 
from the Social Sciences area, “recognizes the plurality of cultures, defining them as complex 
pluralities that are confused with societies”. (SOUSA SANTOS; NUNES, 2003, p. 3).

Tylor (1871), who is considered a classical author and was one of the first to work 
on the concept of culture, highlights that Culture or Civilization, taken in its broad 
ethnographic sense, is a complex whole that includes knowledge, beliefs, art, morals, 
laws, customs or any other capacity or habits acquired by man as a member of a society. 
This concept was refuted by Franz Boas (anthropologist) (MORGADO, 2014). Boas (1922) 
stressed that instead of a simple line of evolution, there appears to be multiple lines 
(convergent and divergent) that are difficult to join in a system. Instead of uniformity, its 
remarkable feature seems to be diversity.

Culture is not a power, but something to which social events, behaviors, institutions 
or processes can be casually attributed to. It is a context, something within which they (the 
symbols) can be intelligibly described – that is, described with weight. Understanding the 
culture of a group of people exposes their normality without reducing their particularity 
(GEERTZ, 1973). The concept by UNESCO (2002) is also worth highlighting, which 
considers culture as the set of distinctive spiritual, material, intellectual and affective 
traits that characterizes a society or a social group.

From various perspectives, culture bring an indescribable and singular complexity 
as it permeates a certain context. This includes values, beliefs, knowledge, symbols 
that emerge in a given space and that are recognized by individuals within that space. 
Conceptual polysemy is driven by the ideas of multiculturalism and interculturality that 
are also found in a tangle of diverse discussions and understandings.

Multiculturalism and interculturality can be considered distinct concepts, but with 
similar characteristics. Backes (2013, p. 53) points out that:

[...] doubts persist about whether the most productive concept is interculturality or multiculturalism 
and the recognition that these are polysemic and multipurpose concepts is accompanied by an 
effort to reduce polysemy, using different types of multiculturalism.

Therefore, in the literature there are many debates that approach and differentiate 
these concepts, as seen in Candau; Koff (2006), who cite Jordan (1996), McLaren (2000), 
Banks (1999), Forquin (2000), among others.
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There are also different views on multiculturalism, multiculturality, interculturalism 
and interculturality. In an attempt at a more generalized concept, multiculturalism can be 
defined as a set of cultures in a given society (KREUTZ, 1999). Sousa Santos and Nunes 
(2003) also highlight that the term was initially designated as the coexistence of groups 
characterized by different cultures. Since it is a polysemic term, it can also be interpreted 
from different perspectives, providing discussions about cultural diversity, assimilation, 
even as the perspectives considered as critical called critical multiculturalism and critical 
interculturality (McLAREN, 2000). Therefore, multiculturality can be understood as a 
contemporary expression of the way of thinking about cultural multiplicity, which is a 
complex entity that has been marked by power relations (ROJAS, 2008).

Despite the various trends of theoretical discussions, an approximate concept of 
interculturalism was described by Reyna (2007, p. 435). For the author, interculturalism 
can have two meanings, one being the “theoretical theme of the phenomenon of 
interculturality, indicating a field of study” and another refers to the “possibility of being 
a political project of relations between different cultures”.

Interculturality, however, in addition to the set of cultures, requires interaction, 
interrelationship and dialogue between them. It offers the basic concept of interaction 
between cultures or cultural aspects, as well as emphasizes Kreutz (1999). This concept 
guided the discussion of this research, understanding that interaction can be understood 
in several ways.

In the context of education, also called intercultural education, which is a theme that 
has been expanding in Latin American, based on reflections and studies by some authors, 
including Walsh (2009, 2009a), there are three basic concepts: relational, functional and 
critical. The relational concept considers the processes of syncretism and miscegenation as 
natural, which tends to cover up conflicts and the relationship is limited and individual. 
The functional view recognizes cultural differences in order to reach social stability.

Critical interculturality problematizes the structure. Walsh (2009, p. 03) emphasizes 
that a critical perspective of interculturality is like a tool that “points out and requires 
the transformation of structures, institutions and social relations, and the construction 
of conditions of being, knowing, learning, feeling and living differently.”To be possible, 
it must be a project of society. For the author, when we talk about the Latin American 
context, we are evolving and for that, it is not enough to recognize the different. This is 
the trend that assumes diversity as the central axis, starting from the problem of power, 
seeking a discussion from the decolonial perspective.

We frame the concepts discussed and analyze IC from both the input and output 
competences perspective, as well as in the discussions of relational, functional and critical 
interculturality. Next, we present discussions about IC and our reinterpretation about the 
concepts from the adopted definitions.

Intercultural competences

Within the various ways of analyzing competences or their variations that 
incorporate particular perspectives such as interculturality, it is understood that Intercultural 
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Competences merges the two concepts and that the literature has been discussing and evolving 
to incorporate new variables such as internationalization since the 1950s (USA).

Among the various conceptual interpretations, the first project to document 
consensus among experts in Intercultural studies in the United States (USA), with regard to 
intercultural competence, sought an interactive process used to obtain consensus among 
a panel of experts. The beneficial aspects were categorized and placed in a model that 
is based on the evaluation and development of detailed measurable learning outcomes. 
Specifically, this model was based on the development of specific attitudes, knowledge 
and skills inherent to IC learning (DEARDORFF, 2009).

In addition to this model, others have been used to frame aspects of intercultural 
learning, such as Bennett’s Development Model for Intercultural Sensitivity (1993), the 
King’s Model and Baxter Magolda’s intercultural maturity model (2005), and the Cross 
Transcultural Continuum (1988). All of these models describe stages of growth (BERARDO; 
DEARDORFF, 2012).

Several academic definitions of IC have been provided. For Dervin (2010), the most 
comprehensive was presented by Byram (1997) who included five IC components and 
was thus characterized by Dervin for having clear objectives, but also for presenting 
difficulties in evaluation (BYRAM, 1997; KRAMSCH, 1993). For UNESCO (2009), IC’s are 
resources put in practice during intercultural dialogue.

Intercultural competence, especially in the teaching-learning process in formal 
education, can be seen as the ability to develop one’s tasks or functions efficiently in 
multicultural contexts (ALVAREZ, 2005). This also provides us with a context that is not 
only professional but rethinks the proper exercise of citizenship. Intercultural learning is 
transformative and requires experiences (often beyond the classroom) that lead to this 
transformation (DEARDORFF, 2009).

Authors who work with models such as Spitzberg; Changnon (2009) establish 5 types 
and discuss the concept of IC construction. Pascarella (1985) worked with a model focused 
on variables in the student’s learning process; Deardorff (2006) studied IC components; 
Fantini (2007) directed efforts to develop Intercultural Competence Assessment (ICA) and 
Schnabel et al. (2015) tried to create an instrument to measure IC.

In his study with academics and specialists, Deardorff (2006) identified 22 IC 
components, concluding that the interviewees prefer a more general concept and did not 
define competence in relation to specific aspects. Huber and Reynolds (2014) also provided 
a set of items, but was already classified in attitudes, knowledge and understanding, skills 
and actions.

Discussions of the American Council On Intercultural Education (ACIE, 1996), 
which deals with global competence and being globally competent, considers competence 
as a skill, knowledge or an attitude that can be demonstrated, observed or measured. In 
this discussion, it is argued that the formation of competence is a continuum and should 
be developed in all stages of education, not just higher education. An individual may 
perform various degrees at each stage and progress may not be linear.
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This directs the development of research towards a better understanding in the 
Brazilian academic context, within the perspective of the modus operandis of the discussion 
of practices that may develop IC in the student’s education.

It is important to note that learning intercultural skills is a cyclical process. To 
teach about something, you have to know and learn about it. However, IC learning is 
sought throughout its existence (DEARDORFF, 2009; DERVIN, 2010). This emphasizes 
the importance of learning to live together within education, not exclusively in higher 
education. The development of IC in higher education cannot be limited to ensuring 
spaces for students and teachers but must also recognize the value of knowledge about 
various cultures (MATO, 2008, 2016).

The importance of discussing this topic in higher education also involves the need 
to expand the perspectives for the development of competences within this space. Subjects 
need to support each other’s codes or aspects, which learn to see things differently 
(COPPETE; FLEURI; STOLTZ, 2012).

Therefore, we present a conceptual reinterpretation about IC and started the process 
with discussions about the main concepts of competences, interculturality and intercultural 
competences adopted by the literature. There are many concepts that are discussed about 
both construct and some parameters reoccur among the various ideas. Firstly, regarding 
the concept of competences, there seems to be a discourse that converges towards the 
association of knowledge, skill and attitudes joined as the central concept of competences. 
Combined with this, this concept transposes the IC concept that appropriates these three 
items, often without associating them or as a way to distinguish IC from Intercultural 
Communicative Competences (ICC).

As explained by Huber; Reynolds (2014), language is a symbolic system that allows 
group members to share their cultural perspectives, and is an important component of IC, 
but not the only one. Discussions about interculturality permeate, among others, through 
aspects that contemplate beliefs, values, identity, customs of a certain set of individuals 
and their interactions. This presupposes a discussion about culture, which is characterized 
by a set of artifacts, aspects of a given society, and, without interaction, there is no 
discussion of interculturality.

Finally, regarding intercultural competences in education, especially in higher 
education, it is generally understood that Latin American Universities maintain archaic 
monocultural formats in this world of globalization and still reproduce various forms of 
hidden racism (cultural, social, economic, environmental, epistemological) (MATO, 2016), 
which generates an even greater challenge when discussing this trend in the Brazilian 
context. Therefore, it is necessary to rethink education based on discussions about aspects 
that emerge from the context.

“Everything seems to contribute in reinforcing homogenization and standardization. 
We believe that we will only advance in building a quality appropriate to the current times 
if we question this logic” (CANDAU, 2016, p. 807). In view of this, Figure 2 provides a 
reinterpretation of IC in higher education. We aim to highlight a perspective that incites 
debates on the topic.
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The proposal in Figure 2 is the reinterpretation that we present regarding the 
conceptual perspective of IC. The individual discussions in the theoretical framework sought 
to highlight the main concepts of competences and interculturality, thus visualizing the 
reinterpretation of IC. It was possible to develop an analysis including the main discussion 
points of the concepts competence, interculturality and intercultural competences.

Based on a premise about competences, which can have a perspective of both input 
and output and are so visible that they are the main theoretical discussions today, it is 
understood that this perspective can be associated with those of interculturality from 
the division between the concepts functional, critical and relational. The scope of these 
two theoretical choices are shown, based on the discussions of this research and more 
comprehensive literature, mainly applied in Latin America and Brazil.

The framework was built by uniting the competences perspectives (input and 
output) with each of the concepts of interculturality (relational, functional and critical), 
forming the set: 1) relational input Intercultural Competences (IC), 2) functional input IC;  
3) critical  input IC;  4) relational output IC; 5) functional output IC;  6) critical output IC 
described as follows:

For relational input IC, an individual can extract intercultural aspects to develop 
their competence, ignoring conflicts and diversifications of the context. The subject acts 
in order to develop his/her individual competence as a central focus of the development 
process. In light of input competences, it means developing individual aspects (CHA) with 
the objective of focusing on the characteristics of the subject, along with the perspective 
of interculturality limited to contact and relationship, often at the individual level which, 
for Walsh (2009), will hide or ignore the structures of society that aim to position the 
cultural difference.

The functional input IC is also based on the characteristics of the individual to 
extract intercultural aspects to develop their competence in an attempt to maintain the 
cohesion of space and reduce conflicts. The subject acts with the intention, assuming such 
aspects in order to develop and avoid problematizing the context, without transcending. 
The perspective of competences as an input is the same as the previous concept, but 
interculturality is functional, in which the diversity and cultural differences of the space 
are recognized, seeking to control conflict. Walsh (2009) points out that it is a kind of 
perspective in which one has a false notion of equity and equality, becoming a new 
strategy of domination.

Critical input IC is about the individual aspects (e.g., knowledge, skills and attitudes), 
as in the two previous concepts, but is a way for the individual to analyze and problematize 
the context in which they are inserted, analyzing intercultural aspects to develop their 
competence in an attempt to add something to the environment. The subject does or does 
not act with the intention, assuming the aspects mentioned to develop and problematize 
the context, transcending cultural differences.

Thus far, the three types of IC have been explained in terms of input. For these, 
the perspective of competences is established from the set of characteristics that lead an 
individual to a result (focus on individual aspects). What distinguishes the three types 
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is the dialogue with each perspective of interculturality concept from Walsh (2009) in  
conjunction with the concept of competences.

 The three other perspectives focused on output skills all refer to the concept of 
competences based on the results. Parry (1996) highlights that competence is analyzed 
from the moment the individual manages to assimilate and overcome the results of 
his actions, without emphasizing the set of individual aspects. In all three views, the 
perspectives of interculturality change, herein based on Walsh (2009).

For relational output IC, the results of the subjects’ actions are analyzed to 
understand the effectiveness of the results. In this process, intercultural aspects are part 
of the environment and the focus is the result of individual action. The characteristics 
of the individual feed the actions, but the results are the focus and the tendency in this 
process is that the results are uniform, more cohesive and ignore the differences from the 
perspective of interculturality.

As for functional output IC, the results of the subjects’ actions are analyzed to 
understand the effectiveness in the environment, incorporating the cultural diversities 
of the environment. Differences are recognized, but the stability of the context is 
sought out. In this process, intercultural aspects are present and there are differences 
that must be minimized. The tendency in this process is that the results of the actions 
search for uniformity, recognizing that there are differences, but that they do not seek 
to transcend.

From the perspective of critical output IC, the results of the subjects’ actions are 
considered to understand the effectiveness of the results, analyzing and problematizing 
the diversifications of the environment. In this process, intercultural aspects are present 
and cannot be ignored. The tendency in this process is that the various actions, with 
acceptance of different perspectives for the same result, transcend the differences, with a 
rethink according to Walsh (2009, p. 4) of “reconceptualizing and re-discovering social, 
epistemic structures that seek logical, practical and culturally diverse forms of thinking, 
acting and living”.

Working IC necessarily includes a perspective of the subject and their interaction, 
whether with another subject, with space, artifacts, among others. Exchange or interaction 
is essential in the field of interculturality. If there is no interaction, it is understood here 
that it is not interculturality and could be multiculturalism, for example. From this, the 
framework aimed to include parameters for empirical research to seek the materialization 
of the conceptual aspects studied.

The nature of the theoretical framework presented corroborates the configuration of 
global competence provided by the American Council On Intercultural Education (ACIE, 
1996) and Deardorff (2006, 2009) with stages in the competence formation process, which 
are a continuum and must be developed at all stages of education. The individual can 
perform several degrees of each phase and their progress may not be linear. Although 
these are not stages as those mentioned in the discussions, the process was constructed 
on these premises.

It is clear that it was not necessary to create a concept, which, like Freeman et al. 
(2009), could have several problems such as: first, that what discussions already exist 
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about the concept cannot be ignored. Several researchers from various areas have been 
working on several perspectives to develop the concept. Second, because the various 
perspectives (areas of communication, culture, linguistics, administration, among 
others) provide the possibility of conceptual appropriation to each subject participating 
in the project.

Final considerations

During this research, we observed the latent need for discussions and search for 
reinterpretations and perspectives about intercultural competences in Higher Education, 
especially concerning the Global South. The general objective of this research was achieved: 
the proposal of a reinterpretation of IC that focused on two competency perspectives 
(input and output) and three aspects of interculturality in education (relational, functional 
and critical).

This reinterpretation starts from the premise that the subject is based on actions 
aimed at constantly questioning the latent parameters and the path to be followed. The 
individual will not be constantly developing intercultural competences (relational input, 
for example) or even all the time (critical output), and so on, being a continuum. A human 
being, with their complexity combined with different contexts and situations, will develop 
IC from different variables. Here, we did not intend to define the variables and future 
research is expected to seek such answers.

According to the literature, the critical perspective should be the most present in 
the context of education. For this, the search to develop IC (i.e. critical input or critical 
output) would be the focus of actions within the higher education environment. Walsh 
(2009, p. 4) states that this type of interculturality is still being constructed, and it is 
important to understand it for the “construction and positioning as a political, social, 
ethical and epistemic project of knowledge”, which demands structural changes, most 
importantly within structures with power.

The importance of the reinterpretation is also confirmed in the constant need for 
revision, whether it be of concepts, aspects, or attributes that make up IC. Deardorff 
(2006, p. 258) argues that “definitions and evaluation methods need to be continuously 
reevaluated [...]. It is important that research and practice remain up-to-date with research 
and thought processes on this concept”.

It would be a pretense to exhaust the discussion with a framework that could 
demonstrate all the universality and complexity of the theme and was not the objective. 
Presenting this proposal is an attempt to unite the authors’ perspectives on the various 
discussions, thus initiating a source of new perspectives and new theoretical models that 
encompass the theme.

This article also seeks to broaden the discussions about IC and the need to develop 
empirical actions to confirm and confront the ideas defended here from bibliographic 
research. The main idea is that intercultural skills can be developed through various 
intercultural experiences, as recommended by Huber and Reynolds (2014).



14Educ. Pesqui., São Paulo,  v. 46, e216262, 2020.

Fabiane Aparecida Santos CLEMENTE; Marília Costa MOROSINI

The conceptual framework presented considers that intercultural competences 
are part of an interaction process. Following this view, herein it is treated as output, 
and sometimes as input. Action and results are parts of this framework and is a 
cyclical process.

Several questions arose during this research, including: Could we develop IC that 
meets the purposes of Brazilian Higher Education and how do we effectively learn and 
teach such skills? What is the real context of Brazilian Higher Education Institutions in 
the development of these competences? Are education professionals prepared to take 
on this role? What are the best tools to develop such skills? What is the importance of 
intercultural skills for the graduates of higher education? How do teachers perceive such 
skills and contexts to develop the topic? Along with these questions, this research tried to 
provide a framework for answers to be the target of future research.

The incessant search for these answers are topics of today’s debates about concepts 
and are more relevant everyday as we witness the institutional heterogeneity and teaching-
learning processes of formal education.
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