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This study explores how non-formal language learning activities can foster intercultural competence
among adult learners, using the theory of guided transformative learning as its framework. The aim of
this research is to understand how such activities can serve as effective platforms for intercultural
competence development. Guided transformative learning, built upon transformative learning theory
and the zone of proximal development, captures the interplay between internal meaning-making and
external guidance in the process of intercultural development. A qualitative case study was conducted
on a non-formal Swedish-language learning activity organized by a public library, with data gathered
through semi-structured interviews with three participants, a group interview with two facilitators, and
three observation sessions. Thematic analysis revealed that participants’ intercultural competence was
enhanced through reflective engagement with culturally embedded content, scaffolded by facilitator
support and peer interaction. The findings indicate that participants’ intercultural competence developed
through confronting challenges (e.g., language barriers, cultural puzzles, and social networking desire),
engaging in critical reflection and peer interaction, and receiving guidance from facilitators. In this
learning process, the activity’s cultural content, combined with a supportive learning environment,
enabled participants to acquire cultural knowledge, adjust attitudes, and adapt behaviors towards the

host culture.
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Chapter 1 Introduction

1.1 The importance of intercultural competence

With the expansion of globalization and global mobility, interactions among individuals from diverse
cultural backgrounds have become more frequent and inevitable. According to the World Migration
Report 2024, the latest available global estimate indicates that there were approximately 281 million
international migrants in 2020, representing 3.6% of the global population (McAuliffe & Oucho, 2024).
While such interconnectedness fosters opportunities for collaboration and innovation, it also gives rise
to challenges, as cultural differences can lead to misunderstandings and conflicts in various contexts,
including work environments, educational institutions, and in more serious cases, it could damage
international relations. Moreover, pressing global issues such as migration, social inequality, and
geopolitical tensions further highlight the necessity of effective intercultural communication and

cooperation.

Within this complex and dynamic landscape, intercultural competence, as a topic of immediate
relevance, has attracted considerable academic and practical attention. Intercultural understanding, an
important component of intercultural competence, has been recognized as a core theme in Education for
Sustainable Development (ESD) (Tilbury & Mul& 2009), which is vital in fostering inclusive and
sustainable societies. Furthermore, the Council of Europe emphasizes intercultural competence as
essential to a “culture of democracy” (Barrett, 2016), highlighting its importance in promoting
democratic values. In the global competence framework introduced by the OECD, intercultural
competence is identified as a foundational element of global competence, essential for effective

engagement in an interconnected world (OECD, 2018).

Considering the broader context, specific population statistics in Sweden highlight the growing
importance and urgent need for intercultural competence. Sweden has long been a nation shaped by
migration, with a foreign-born population constituting 15% of its residents by 2011—a figure that has
continued to rise in recent years (Bevelander & Irastorza, 2014). Historically, Sweden’s immigration
policies have emphasized humanitarian protection and family reunification, with significant inflows
from conflict-affected regions such as the former Yugoslavia, Irag, Iran, Somalia, and Ukraine. Between
2010 and 2015, Sweden experienced a significant influx of asylum seekers, peaking in 2015 with over
160,000 applications (Cetrez et al., 2020; Riniolo, 2016). Statistics show that in 2022, individuals born
abroad accounted for 2,145,674 of Sweden’s inhabitants, or 20% of the total population. As of January



1, 2024, over 1.6 million third-country nationals (TCNs) resided in Sweden, comprising 15.3% of the

total population, alongside 554,100 EU citizens, representing an additional 5.3%, as illustrated in Figure

1 (European Union, 2025). However, despite Sweden’s reputation for progressive multiculturalism,

systemic challenges persist in key areas such as employment, education, housing, and social cohesion
(Schierup et al., 2017).

Total Born in another EU Member State Born in a non-EU country
(thousand) (% of ?‘e (thousand) (% of t_he (thousand) (%ot '?"
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Slovenia 319.9 15.1 61.3 29 258.6 122
Slovakia 214.0 39 155.5 29 58.6 14
i 5201 93 1341 24 3861 69
weden 2,169.3 20.6 554.1 53 1,615.2 15.3 |

B0.7 210 297 29 310 LA

Liechtenstein 279 69.8 85 213 194 485
Norway 1,020.0 184 376.2 6.8 643.8 116
Switzerland 2,794.9 31.2 1,493.9 16.7 1,301.1 145

Figure 1. Foreign-born population by group of country of birth, 1 January 2024 (Source: Eurostat)

Although Sweden has implemented employment-oriented integration policies, migrants still face stark

inequalities in the labor market. Relevant survey reveals that unemployment rates among foreign-born

individuals consistently exceed those of native Swedes, with the gap widening during economic

downturns. By the 1990s, migrant unemployment rates were three times higher than those of natives,

and even second-generation migrants, while much better, still lagged behind (Riniolo, 2016). In 2019,

the unemployment rate for migrants reached 15.4%, compared to 3.8% for Swedish-born citizens

(Cetrez et al., 2020). The gap remained around 11% in 2022, with the unemployment rate for migrants

at 16%, compared to 4.7% for native-born individuals in Sweden, as shown in Figure 2 (OECD, 2023).

Participation
rate

Employment
rate

Unemployment
rate

Foreign-born

Nafive-born

Foreign-born

Native-born

Foreign-born

Native-born

Min- 26 %

Min: 2.2%

Labour market outcomes

2022
OECD: 76.7%
Min: 54.7 % & @
Sweden: 81.8% Max: 88.8 %
OECD: 75.2%
Min 63.8% L 2 @ Max: 86.7%
Sweden: 84.0%
CECD: 71.1%
o —e Max: 82.9%
Min: 51.7% Sweden: 63.8%
OECD: 71.4%
Min: 59.3% S @ Max: 84%.
Sweden: 80.1%
CECD: 76%
® L 3 Max: 19 %
Sweden: 16%.
OECD: 5.4% Max: 12.8%
Sweden: 4.7%



Figure 2. Labor market outcomes for migrants and native Swedes, 2022 (Source: OECD report on
International Migration Outlook, 2023)

The challenges extend beyond employment. Migrants often struggle with acquiring the cultural and
social capital necessary to navigate Swedish workplace norms, such as consensus-driven decision-
making, informal professional networks, and unwritten behavioral expectations (Farashah & Blomqusit,
2021).

In Sweden’s education system, immigrant youth face multiple barriers that hinder their academic and
social integration. Key obstacles include a lack of proficiency in Swedish, which limits their ability to
engage in mainstream classes and interact with native speakers. The educational system often overlook
the students’ existing knowledge and cultural backgrounds. Many feel inadequately prepared for upper
secondary education due to insufficient training in transitional classes. Additionally, the knowledge and
experiences they bring from their own culture are not acknowledged, making it difficult to connect with
the curriculum. Last but not least, a lack of information about the educational system adds to their
challenges, making navigation through their academic paths even more difficult (Berggren et al., 2021;
Taguma et al., 2010).

In addition, geographic segregation also exacerbates integration challenges. Over 80% of Swedish
municipalities reported housing shortages in 2019, disproportionately affecting migrants who are often
placed in socioeconomically disadvantaged areas (Cetrez et al., 2020). Clustered housing in some
“immigrant-dense” neighborhoods limits their exposure to Swedish speakers, hindering language
acquisition and social integration. With minimal interaction with the broader community, such isolation
undermines efforts to foster a sense of belonging and mutual understanding, thereby hindering societal

cohesion.

Intercultural competence, which is defined as “the appropriate and effective management of interaction
between people who, to some degree or another, represent different or divergent affective, cognitive,
and behavioral orientations to the world” (Spitzberg & Changnon, 2009, p. 7), emerges as a critical
mechanism to dismantle the systemic barriers faced by immigrants in Sweden. It enables immigrants to
navigate Swedish workplace culture and norms more effectively, supporting them in job searching and
career development. Knowledge of the Swedish educational system and proficiency in the Swedish
language can help immigrant youth overcome educational barriers. Furthermore, intercultural
competence enables geographically segregated immigrants to engage with both local Swedes and other

internationals, thereby fostering societal integration (Kadarik, 2019).

Fortunately, the Swedish government has recognized the critical role of intercultural competence in both
improving the quality of life for immigrants and contributing to broader societal harmony. For example,

the syllabus for Swedish for Immigrants (SFI, a basic language education for immigrants in Sweden)



explicitly outlines the development of intercultural skills as a key objective of language courses for
migrants. Specifically, it states that: “The student shall also be given the opportunity to develop their
intercultural skills by reflecting on their own cultural experiences and comparing these with the reality
of everyday, social, student and working life in Sweden (Swedish National Agency for Education, 2022).”
Additionally, Sweden’s Ministry of Justice has proposed to introduce a Knowledge of Swedish Society
test as part of the application process for permanent residence permits. This test requires immigrants to
demonstrate proficiency in the fundamental knowledge necessary to live and work in Swedish society
(Ministry of Justice, 2023). All these highlight the pressing need to develop intercultural competence in
the Swedish context. Since learning Swedish is often an immediate priority for immigrants, leveraging
non-formal learning environments to foster intercultural competence among a wider segment of

population could be highly beneficial.

1.2 Research objective and research questions

This study explores how non-formal language learning activities can foster intercultural competence
among participants by taking one of the activities organized by a city library in Sweden as a case.
According to the library, this activity is designed to help migrants in Swedish language learning,
providing learners with opportunities for increased exposure to Swedish and practice through reading
and discussions based on learning materials with the guidance of three facilitators. When shifting the
focus away from the primary language acquisition goal of the activity, it becomes evident that
participants from diverse cultural backgrounds, along with three Swedish facilitators, also create an
intercultural learning environment that fosters the exploration of cultural differences and promotes
cultural exchange. The multicultural nature of the activity being recognized, it can be an ideal
environment for migrants to develop intercultural competence. The ultimate goal of this research is to
understand how non-formal language learning activities can serve as effective platforms for intercultural
competence development, thereby contributing to the development of a more inclusive and equitable
society. Hopefully, the study can provide valuable insights for public and social organizations in
planning and organizing such activities by exploring the transformative potential of non-formal

language learning environments.

Existing scholarship has proved that language learning environment can be a good opportunity for
developing intercultural competence (Chapter 2 offers a more detailed picture of it). Specifically, my
preliminary observations of the Swedish-language learning activity at the library showed that the
participants actively shared their cultural knowledge, supported by the facilitators and cultural content
embedded in the learning materials, indicating that the activity has the potential to transform participants’
intercultural competence. However, to what extent, and in what ways it serves this purpose is unclear.

To achieve the research objective, three research questions are posed:



1) How do the participants perceive the activity’s impact on their intercultural competence?

2) What guidance have activity facilitators offered to help participants transform their intercultural

competence?

3) What types of cultural content are utilized in the learning materials?

1.3 Outline of the thesis

The thesis begins with a problem formulation by underscoring intercultural competence as a critical tool
for fostering social cohesion and equitable integration within Sweden’s sociocultural landscape, marked
by rising immigration and the integration barriers faced by the migrants. It then presents the research
objectives and three research questions the study aims to address. A background of non-formal
education in Sweden is introduced in Chapter 2, particularly language and cultural programs for adult
immigrants, as a proactive agent in advancing intercultural competence, bridging gaps left by formal
education systems. Chapter 3 synthesizes existing scholarship on two topics: (1) intercultural
competence development in language learning and (2) non-formal learning environment in intercultural
competence development, based on which critical limitations and gaps in current research are identified.
In Chapter 4, the two main theories, transformative learning and zone of proximal development, are
elaborated, with relation to the theoretical framework adopted in the current research, named as guided
transformative learning (GTL). Chapter 5 introduces the methodology by rationalizing the qualitative
case study method, the data collection process and outlining the steps of the thematic data analysis. The
trustworthiness and ethical considerations are also discussed. Chapter 6 presents the analysis of data
regarding participants’ perception of the impact of the activity on their intercultural competence, the
guidance offered by the facilitators and the cultural content included in learning materials. The findings
of the analysis are further discussed in Chapter 7. The final Chapter 8 offers a summary of the whole
research, its significance and implications, limitations and recommendations for further research.

Sustainability statement is also included in this chapter.



Chapter 2 Non-formal education and its role in Sweden

Coombs and Ahmed (1974) define non-formal education as any organized educational activity that
occurs outside the established formal system, whether operating separately or as an important feature of
a broader activity, to deliver specific types of education to defined groups of people. This definition
emphasizes that non-formal education is designed to meet particular learning needs, often focusing on
skill development, social and personal growth, and community improvement, distinguishing it from the
structured, standardized nature of formal education. It is often delivered through short courses,
workshops, or seminars and may take place in workplaces, community centers, or within civil society
organizations and groups, and is characterized by voluntary and self-motivated participation, interest-
based and learner-centered approaches, inclusive and supportive environments, and flexible formats
(Lafraya, 2011). From the learner’s perspective, non-formal learning is intentional. While it typically
does not result in certification, it follows a structured approach with defined learning objectives,
allocated learning time, and learning support (UNESCO Institute for Lifelong Learning, 2019). La Belle
(1982) believes that non-formal education, unlike the formal education typically experienced in schools,
which is often authoritarian and rigid, or informal education, which lacks “deliberate instructional and
programmatic emphases” (1982, p. 162), serves as a crucial complement or supplement to formal

education.

The capability of non-formal education reaching masses and broader groups of people, including the
poor, powerless, marginalized and isolated makes it a vital agent in promoting intercultural competence
out of the formal education structure (Grandstaff, 1976). Through structured yet flexible learning
experiences, non-formal education enables individuals to engage with diverse cultural perspectives,
fostering mutual understanding and tolerance, facilitating a deeper awareness of societal dynamics
(Kedrayate, 2012). It also supports not only personal development but also the creation of inclusive
social and recreational initiatives by integrating multifaceted educational activities into everyday life.
These efforts contribute to a more cohesive society by enhancing cross-cultural dialogue and improving
overall quality of life (Kaplan & Anustekin, 2022). In this way, non-formal education plays a crucial
role in equipping individuals with the skills and knowledge necessary for meaningful intercultural

interactions.

Examining the composition of migration to Sweden in 2024 reveals that, the majority of residence
permits granted were for family reunification and work, followed by protection claims and education

(Swedish Migration Agency, 2025). This distribution indicates that a substantial portion of migrants are



not in Sweden primarily for formal education. Some settled in Sweden are likely to participate in formal
education at some point in their lives, especially school-aged children and adolescents, whereas other
adult migrants may not, underscoring the importance of leveraging non-formal learning opportunities to

reach adult migrants who are usually out of the formal education system.

Sweden has a long tradition of engagement in non-formal education. According to the report from the
EU, non-formal adult education has been a cornerstone of Swedish society for over a century, with its
roots tracing back to the first study circle in the late 1800s and public funding since 1912. Non-formal
adult education is undoubtedly highly valued across the entire country (European Commission, 2023).
Recent statistics from Eurostat indicate that Sweden has consistently maintained a high participation
rate in non-formal education among European countries over the past 15 years, ranking first in 2022
with a rate of 64.5%. (see Figure 3) (European Union, 2022). The non-formal language learning
activities in Sweden usually take form of study circles, language cafés, and volunteer-run programs
regularly organized by local libraries and community organizations. Participation in non-formal learning
activities like study circles not only enhances knowledge and skills but also significantly contributes to
the participants’ feelings of well-being. The inclusive nature of these activities allows individuals with
diverse backgrounds to gather together, enriching the learning experience and promoting intercultural
interaction (Aberg, 2016).

Sweden 2022
Annual, From 25 to 64 years, Total, Non-formal education and training, Percentage 64.5
N o N N ® ° - e ®© il & < &
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Czechia

Figure 3. Participation rate of NFE in European countries in 2022 (Source: Eurostat)

When it comes to Swedish-language learning, even the most common formal Swedish language
education nowadays for adult immigrants, known as Swedish for Immigrants (SFI), has its roots in non-
formal education. It began in 1965 with free study circles organized by educational associations
(studieforbund). Trade unions later advocated for immigrant workers’ right to attend language courses
during working hours without salary reductions, leading to the legal entitlement to basic language

education in 1972. By 1986, the state assumed full responsibility, mandating 700 hours of instruction,



while municipalities took charge of implementation. Despite multiple reforms, including the
introduction of curricula in 1976 and 1991, integration into the national curriculum in 1994, and a major
restructuring in 2003, SFI has faced ongoing challenges, such as long waiting times, inconsistent quality,
and limited integration with employment (Allwood et al., 2007), which makes it necessary that this
structured, state-supported approach is supplemented with other non-formal, community-based
initiatives that support Swedish language acquisition for migrants. Reports from libraries and academic
research highlight the positive outcomes of conversation-based programming, particularly in the areas
of language acquisition, social inclusion, and intercultural understanding (Johnston, 2016). Given the
role of non-formal language learning activities in fostering linguistic and intercultural competence
development, the current study has the potential to deepen understanding of how such settings can

support transformations in intercultural competence among participants.



Chapter 3 Literature Overview

This chapter provides an overview of scholarly literature examining the intersection of non-formal
language learning and intercultural competence development after the year 2000. The discussion begins
with a brief history of the research on intercultural competence and an exploration of how intercultural
competence has been conceptualized, laying the conceptual foundation for the study. It then moves on
to review research on how intercultural competence is developed in language learning contexts, with
particular attention to the pedagogical approaches employed and the perspectives adopted to approach
the topic. The next section focuses on the role of non-formal learning environments in intercultural
competence development, such as language café and community-based initiatives. The chapter
concludes by identifying limitations and gaps in the existing literature, establishing the context for the

contribution of the present study.

3.1 Conceptualization of intercultural competence

The concept of intercultural competence has undergone significant development since its emergence in
the post-World War II era. Hall’s (1959) pioneering research on nonverbal communication across
cultures marked an early contribution, followed by Hofstede’s (1980) cultural dimensions framework,
which introduced quantifiable measures for comparing cultural values. The 1980s witnessed further
advancement through Bennett’s (1986) Developmental Model of Intercultural Sensitivity, which framed
intercultural competence as a developmental continuum ranging from ethnocentrism to ethnorelativism.
In the same period, Kim (1988) examined psychological adaptation in intercultural contexts. From the
1990s, there was a shift towards language education, with Byram’s (1997) Intercultural Communicative
Competence (ICC) model gaining popularity. The early 2000s introduced more integrative and
interdisciplinary perspectives, such as Deardorff’s (2006) Process Model, which emphasized the
dynamic interplay of attitudes, knowledge, and skills. Further contributions by Ward et al. (2001) and
Spencer-Oatey and Franklin (2009) highlighted psychological and pragmatic aspects of intercultural
interaction. Since then, the field has then broadened to explore themes such as global citizenship, digital
communication, and the decolonization of intercultural theory (Croucher, 2017; Holliday, 2013;
Sharifian & Jamarani, 2012).

The term intercultural competence is conceptualized and labeled in multiple ways in existing literature,
reflecting the interdisciplinary nature and multi-dimensions of the field. Terms such as intercultural

sensitivity, intercultural communication/communicative competence, interculturality, cultural



awareness, cross-cultural adaptation, and transcultural communication are often used interchangeably
with intercultural competence. Although all the terms attempt to describe the ability to communicate
and interact effectively and appropriately across different cultures, each term brings a slightly different
emphasis. For instance, intercultural sensitivity (Galante, 2014; Mitchell, 2016) and cultural awareness
(Ros i Sol€ 2003, 2013) place greater focus on emotional and attitudinal responses, while intercultural
communication (Bickley et al., 2014; Hatmanto et al., 2023) tend to emphasize knowledge and
interactional aspects. Some studies frame intercultural competence as social integration or inclusion
(Busko et al., 2019; Case & Nall, 2023), while others, especially those drawing on critical theories, use
the term interculturality (Dytynyshyn & Collins, 2012; Gholami Pasand & Hassaskhah, 2024; Liddicoat,

2008) to highlight dynamic, co-constructed cultural encounters.

Despite these differences, a common thread across those conceptualizations is the recognition that
intercultural competence involves affective, cognitive, and behavioral dimensions, as Spitzberg and
Changnon (2009) define it “the appropriate and effective management of interaction between people
who, to some degree or another, represent different or divergent affective, cognitive, and behavioral
orientations to the world” (p. 7). This triadic model is echoed in Alvarez Valencia and Fernandez
Benavides’s (2019) semiotic framing of intercultural competence, which emphasizes how individuals

draw upon cultural, social, and personal knowledge to negotiate meaning.

Another common ground of existing studies in the field is the recognition of the intrinsic
interconnectedness of language and culture, a perspective that can be traced back to Benjamin Lee
Whorf’s “weak form” of the linguistic relativity hypothesis (Bennett, 1998). Whorf’s weak form
hypothesis suggests that language influences thought and perception. Unlike the stronger version of
linguistic determinism, which proposes that language strictly limits thought, the weak hypothesis
suggests that language shapes our worldview and cognitive processes in subtle but significant ways. The
grammatical patterns, vocabulary, and conceptual categories in a language guide speakers toward
particular ways of perceiving and interpreting their experiences. Therefore, language not only serves as
a tool for communication but also as a medium for conveying cultural meaning (Bennett, 1998).
Learning a new language is not only acquiring a new system of symbols to express familiar ideas, but it
also involves engaging with distinct conceptual frameworks and cultural perspectives inherent in the
target language. For example, languages that grammatically mark different types of social relationships
(like formal/informal distinctions or honorifics in Japanese) sensitize speakers to social hierarchies in
ways that languages without such distinctions might not. From this perspective, intercultural
competence is seen as both an outcome of language learning and a facilitator of it. This insight aligns
with the focus of the present study, which investigates how the language learning activity fosters

intercultural competence through interactive environment and culturally embedded content. Building on
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this understanding, the following section reviews research on how intercultural competence is developed

in language learning contexts.

3.2 Research on intercultural competence development in language learning

A growing body of research has explored how intercultural competence can be cultivated among adult
learners through language learning. For instance, Us&Juan and Mart mez Flor (2008) proposed a three-
stage project designed to enhance learners’ intercultural competence by integrating the four language
skills (listening, speaking, reading, and writing). The implementation of this strategy included three
stages: first, teachers explain the concept of intercultural competence to raise awareness among learners;
second, learners explore cultural topics using techniques like the five-word method to activate their
background knowledge; and in the third stage, learners engage in diverse activities that require the

simultaneous use of all four skills, reflecting real-life communication scenarios.

In Sandal et al.’s study (2019) involving elderly language learners, the instructors used a variety of tasks
to support the development of intercultural competence. These tasks included responding exercises (e.g.,
question-and-answer sessions, replicas, conditional conversations), situational exercises (e.g., problem-
solving scenarios, imaginary situations, role-plays), reproductive exercises (e.g., retelling, translation,
staging), descriptive exercises (e.g., describing static scenes or real objects), discussion exercises (e.g.,
educational discussions, commentaries, situational learning), and compositional exercises (e.g., oral or

written tasks in the target language).

Similarly, Case and Nall’s study (2023) presented a teaching approach that closely aligns with this
framework, structuring it into three activities: student-as-researcher tasks, group work focusing on
contrasting elements, and metapragmatic instruction combined with focused practice. They
encapsulated these activities within the “implicit and explicit instruction of pragmatics” framework
(Case & Nall, 2023, p. 42). In this framework, implicit instruction encourages students to infer language
rules from examples, promoting deeper understanding through discovery while explicit instruction
involves direct teaching of language forms with guided practice to clarify usage in social contexts. These
studies show that the communicative approach has been the predominant pedagogical strategy in this
field.

Moreover, in some studies, communicative approach is designed by incorporating other elements which
encourage various forms of interaction and communication. For instance, Ros i Sol€(2003) advocated
for using personal narratives, fictional alter-ego characters, and multiple perspectives to portray culture
as dynamic, fragmented, and open to interpretation. Learners were positioned as active agents and
meaning-makers, encouraged to critically reflect on cultural representations and draw on their own

experiences to engage with the target culture.
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In Lee’s research (2015), the instructors encouraged students to engage in critical discussions about
culture, moving beyond simplistic understandings of cultural identities. The research highlights how
everyday discourses of culture in the classroom can intersect with issues of race, prompting educators
and students to reflect on the potential reinforcement of racialized identities through these discussions.
By challenging common-sense notions of culture, the critical dialogic approach fosters a deeper
understanding of how culture is constructed and represented, ultimately promoting a more equitable and

inclusive learning environment in the language learning context.

The combination of communicative and reflective approach in the above studies shows that researchers
recognize cultural reflections as an important part in developing intercultural competence, which not
only challenges stereotypical and homogenized views of culture but also fosters empathy and

intercultural awareness by inviting learners to participate in the construction of cultural meaning.

Performative pedagogical approach presented in McGovern & Yeganeh’s research (2023) invited
learners to collaboratively create and perform a play that reflects their lived experiences, particularly
around the theme of “home.” The program emphasized embodied expression, emotional connection,
and active listening through theatrical techniques rather than focusing on direct language instruction.
Students were positioned as actors and co-creators, encouraged to express themselves in both English
and their home languages. By framing performance as a dialogic and intercultural act, this approach

promotes intercultural competence through community building.

It is also noteworthy that a growing body of recent research has shifted toward exploring pedagogical
approaches that integrate internet-based tools and emerging technologies to enhance language learning
and intercultural competence development. These innovative approaches include the use of Web 2.0
tools, which facilitates user-generated content and interactive collaboration, thereby promoting learner
autonomy and engagement in authentic communicative contexts (Mitchell, 2016). Social networking
sites have also been leveraged as learning spaces where language learners can engage in meaningful
interactions with diverse communities, fostering both linguistic competence and cultural awareness
(Alvarez Valencia & Fernédez Benavides, 2019). The incorporation of the Metaverse into educational
settings has introduced immersive and experiential learning opportunities, allowing learners to interact
in simulated environments that replicate real-world intercultural encounters (Hatmanto et al., 2023).
Additionally, the formation of online communities of practice has enabled sustained peer support and
reflective dialogue among learners, contributing to the co-construction of knowledge and the
development of intercultural competence in non-traditional learning environments (Gholami Pasand &
Hassaskhah, 2024).

The existing literature shows a spread of focal points across the three elements of a learning environment:

instructors/facilitators (Bickley et al., 2014; Hatmanto et al., 2023), learners (Gholami Pasand &
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Hassaskhah, 2024; Magos & Georgopapadakou, 2023; Ros i Sol€ 2013; Sandal et al., 2019; Tiawati et
al., 2023) and teaching content/practice (Case & Nall, 2023; Ros i Sol€ 2003; Us&Juan & Mart nez
Flor, 2008). Some research integrates two or more of these angles to offer a more holistic view (Alvarez
Valencia & Fern&dez Benavides, 2019; Busko et al., 2019; Starkey, 2007). This variation in
perspectives reflects the multifaceted nature of intercultural competence in language learning and
contributes to a more comprehensive understanding of current practices, challenges, and stakeholders’

experiences within this field.

Starkey (2007) expressed the concern that courses and syllabuses built on a bicultural, national model
rooted in an earlier era of imagined cultural homogeneity could frustrate teachers. He advocated for
transforming teaching content from the static “3Ss” (Saris, Samosas and Steel bands) or “4Fs” (Food,
Fashion, Festivals and Folklore) approaches to a more dynamic “5Cs” (Communication, Cultures,
Connection, Comparison, Communities), further proposing the inclusion of an additional “C”:
Cosmopolitanism. His perspective underscores the need for teaching practices to move beyond
superficial cultural representations and embrace a more interconnected, global approach. This resonates
with Liddicoat’s (2008) argument that teaching materials often focus on the more obvious, superficial
aspects of culture, while overlooking the less apparent, yet more complex and important elements for
learners. Lee’s (2015) analysis of program documents reveals a similar issue, as he concluded that the
program documentation appears unable to break free from the conventional cultural discourses it aimed
to distance itself from. The problem is further exacerbated by teaching practices, as he noted in the same
study that in language teaching contexts, instructors often oversimplify cultural differences by
discussing them superficially, and these discussions are typically carried out in a teacher-comfortable

way, focusing on an “us-perspective”, which ultimately reinforces cultural borders and incompatibilities.

It is undeniable that instructors/facilitators play a pivotal role in guiding students to the right direction.
Alvarez Valencia and Fernéndez Benavides (2019) emphasized that no pedagogical material is perfect;
rather, it is the teachers who breathe life into these materials by adapting them to meet specific curricular
objectives. However, the results from Bickley et al.’s (2014) study on beliefs and practices of instructors
are not very optimistic. The survey in this study revealed that only half of the instructors had received
specialized education in intercultural communication, with most relying primarily on their own
experiences to address cultural issues in the classroom. This suggests that language instructors may not
be well-prepared to effectively integrate intercultural competence development into their teaching.
While the focus often rests on enhancing learners’ intercultural competence, the importance of equipping
instructors with the necessary knowledge and experience is frequently overlooked. This development is

crucial not only for instructors’ personal growth but also for effective teaching.
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Similarly, Liddicoat (2008) also emphasized the important role of teachers, saying that the teacher’s role
is not to directly teach students about culture, but to provide language experiences rich in cultural context
and to facilitate students’ learning through thoughtful questioning. An implication from this statement
is the role of learners as active agents and critical thinkers, which echoes Ros i Solé’s (2003) viewpoint
that “this requires the adult beginner to adopt a new role in the language learning process, one in which

she becomes more active, more of an agent, a meaning maker” (p. 144).

Overemphasizing the role of any one of the three elements can present a partial view, as instructors,
teaching content/practice, and learners all collaborate in this process. The key is to integrate these
elements effectively so that their combined influence becomes a powerful force in transforming

intercultural competence.

3.3 Intercultural competence development in non-formal settings

Compared to the plethora of studies on intercultural competence development in language learning,
research focusing on its development in non-formal settings remains limited. Much of the existing
literature tends to focus on higher education or structured classroom environments, often overlooking
non-formal or community-based learning spaces such as libraries, volunteer programs, or cultural
workshops. Researchers who examine the development of intercultural competence in non-formal
settings increasingly recognize these spaces as valuable complements to formal education, offering rich
opportunities for intercultural learning. However, despite this growing recognition, non-formal settings,
which are characterized by voluntary participation, learner-centered approaches, and flexible structures
(Lafraya, 2011), have yet to receive sustained attention as crucial sites for intercultural competence

development. The following section provides an overview of key studies conducted in this field.

The research by Almeida et al. (2016) explores how both formal and non-formal interventions contribute
to the intercultural competence development of exchange students, with particular attention to the non-
formal interventions. They advocate for expanding intercultural learning beyond the limited confines of
language classrooms into the broader environments where students live and interact daily, recognizing
these authentic contexts as essential for comprehensive cultural understanding. To bring attention to
non-formal learning environment, the study drew on various non-formal activities organized by the
Erasmus Student Network (ESN), including a buddy program matching domestic and exchange students,
cultural celebrations (e.g., Christmas, Easter), a Language Tandem Project, trips across Portugal, movie
nights showcasing Portuguese cinema, and international dinners. The research underscores the critical
role of non-formal educational interventions in developing intercultural competence among exchange

students.

In the same vein, Guly& and Dé&i (2022) present a case study of the Among Others project, an Erasmus+

initiative that integrates non-formal learning methods into a university seminar aimed at developing
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intercultural competence among future educators and youth workers. The project’s methodology
emphasized learner agency, voluntary participation, and mutual learning, and continuous reflection,
which are the characteristics central to non-formal education (Lafraya, 2011). Conducted through a
series of thematic workshops on intercultural learning, human rights, and self-directed learning, the
course allowed participants from diverse backgrounds to explore cultural diversity through experiential
and dialogic activities. In the project, facilitators played a supportive rather than directive role,
encouraging learners to take responsibility for their own learning paths and reflect deeply on their
experiences. The study demonstrates how embedding non-formal learning within formal educational
structures can enrich intercultural competence development by creating inclusive, participatory, and

reflective learning environments.

While these studies illustrate how non-formal learning programs can be embedded within formal higher
education settings to foster university students’ intercultural competence, other research has entirely
shifted attention to non-formal learning in community- or workplace-based environments. Inkaew
(2022), for example, investigates the impact of a six-hour intercultural communication awareness
training delivered to 120 office workers in Bangkok. Despite its brevity, the intervention significantly
improved participants’ self-reported intercultural awareness, cultural sensitivity, and readiness to
engage with cultural diversity in their professional lives. Participants particularly appreciated
opportunities for reflection, real-life case discussions, and structured interaction, suggesting that even

brief, well-designed non-formal programs can support foundational shifts in intercultural competence.

Magos and Georgopapadakou’s (2023) research explores how Greek adults developed intercultural
competence while learning Turkish , a language historically associated with national tensions, in a non-
formal setting. Their qualitative findings reveal that many participants experienced a transformation in
their perceptions of Turkish people and culture, moving from distrust or indifference to empathy and
openness. Language learning functioned as a “cultural passport” (2023, p. 103), enabling learners to
engage with the culture behind the language, challenge deep-seated stereotypes, and foster intercultural

understanding through emotional and cognitive reflection.

Although J&nsson-Lanevska (2005) did not explicitly frame her study in terms of intercultural
competence development in non-formal settings, her research clearly demonstrates how public libraries,
key organizers of various non-formal learning activities, function as important sites for fostering
intercultural understanding and integration among immigrants. The research investigates the services
and activities offered by the some libraries in Bor& to uncover how these services help in the
development of a harmonious multicultural society through the theoretical lens of Herlitz’s three-phase
model of cultural adaptation. According to the research, for example, the International Culture Day

organized by the Public City Library of Bor& acted as a platform for cultural exchange and mutual
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understanding through activities such as poetry readings, storytelling for children, workshops, music,
and dance performances, fostering dialogue among individuals from diverse national and cultural
backgrounds. Given Sweden’s multicultural context, long-standing tradition of non-formal education,
and high participation rates in such learning, as discussed in Chapter 1, events and activities like the
International Culture Day reflect a broader practice commonly implemented in libraries throughout
Sweden. The research shows that public libraries in Sweden play a pivotal role in fostering intercultural
competence among immigrants by serving as accessible, non-formal educational spaces that promote

cultural understanding and integration.

Also situated in Swedish context, Johnston’s (2016) research examines Spr&h&mnan, a conversation-
based language caféhosted by Malm&City Library in Sweden. The study finds that such non-formal,
drop-in programs offered immigrant participants an opportunity to practice Swedish in relaxed, low-
pressure environments. Beyond language development, the program fostered communicative, structural,
and social integration through the exchange of practical information, cultural norms, and social support.
Drawing on social capital and information grounds theory, the study shows how spontaneous
conversations and relationships with local volunteers facilitated access to vital cultural knowledge and
expanded newcomers’ social networks with peers, which are indicators of intercultural competence
development.

The above studies demonstrate the value of non-formal learning contexts as powerful sites of
intercultural competence transformation, particularly when they are dialogic, reflective, and socially
embedded. Whether in higher education, professional training, or public libraries, these settings offer
authentic opportunities for learners to engage across difference, reflect on their own assumptions and

references, and gradually build intercultural competence outside the constraints of formal education.

3.4 Limitations and gaps in existing literature

It is encouraging to see that a growing number of studies have recognized the potential for developing
intercultural competence through non-formal language learning programs. However, several limitations
exist in the current body of literature, particularly in relation to theoretical lens, holistic analysis, and

contextual focus.

First and foremost, most of the studies focus on the end results of the development of intercultural
competence in language learning programs by evaluating shifts in learners’ intercultural awareness or
attitudes, while there is a lack of studies which adopt a theoretical framework that captures the
processual and dynamic dimension of intercultural competence development. The limited attention paid
to how such transformation occurs and the absence of process-oriented approaches make it difficult to
trace the nuanced changes that unfold through social interaction, reflection, and engagement over time.

Few studies incorporate frameworks which would allow for a deeper understanding of both the internal
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and external mechanisms that contribute to the personal growth in intercultural competence. This gap
limits the field’s ability to move beyond static snapshots and toward more meaningful accounts of

intercultural competence transformation as an evolving process.

Moreover, existing research presents the multiple perspectives of learners, instructors and teaching
content, but rarely examines the guiding role of facilitators and the scaffolding function of the learning
material together with the development of the learners in non-formal learning environments, that is, a
holistic view. While learner experiences are often central, with some focusing on the pedagogical
strategies, attitudes, and intercultural positioning of facilitators, few studies consider the interaction
between learners, facilitators, and learning content as an interconnected system. This triadic relationship
is critical in non-formal settings, where meaning tends to be co-constructed through dialogue, emergent
content, and the facilitator’s response to learners’ feedback. Neglecting this interaction oversimplifies

the complexity of intercultural competence development in such contexts.

In addition, although there are studies discussing intercultural competence development in Turkish,
Swedish, Indonesian language contexts, most studies are situated in English-language learning contexts,
reflecting the dominance of English as a global lingua franca. While this focus is understandable, it
leaves intercultural competence development in other language learning contexts, particularly those
involving minority or second languages in migration settings, significantly underexplored. This English-
dominant context limits our understanding of how intercultural competence manifests in linguistically

and culturally diverse environments beyond English.

Finally, the majority of studies continue to concentrate on formal educational contexts, particularly
higher education, or treat non-formal learning as a supplementary component to institutional programs.
Research that focuses primarily on non-formal settings as space for intercultural competence
development, such as community centers, libraries, or self-organized language initiatives, remains
scarce. As a result, the unique characteristics of non-formal education, such as voluntary participation,

flexible structure, and context-specific interaction, are not fully captured or explored within the literature.

In response to these gaps, the present study investigates how intercultural competence can be fostered
in a library-based non-formal Swedish-language learning activity, using guided transformative learning,
a combined theoretical lens of transformative learning and the zone of proximal development. By
focusing on the interplay between learners, facilitators, and cultural content, and by analyzing the
learning process as it unfolds in a non-institutional, community-based setting, this research has the
potential of offering a more nuanced and practice-informed contribution to the field of intercultural

competence development in a broader context.
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Chapter 4 Theoretical framework

This study is underpinned by two theories: transformative learning theory (Mezirow, 1993) and the zone
of proximal development (Vygotsky, 1978), through which | have developed a new theoretical
framework that | termed guided transformative learning (GTL). This framework offers a lens for
understanding how intercultural competence is fostered in a non-formal language learning context with
the interference of guidance and interactions. The theoretical framework of GTL not only shapes the
design and formulation of the research questions but also guides the data analysis and interpretation of

the findings.

4.1 Transformative learning theory

Mezirow (1993, 1997) suggests that adults have developed a structured body of experiences, including
associations, concepts, values, emotions, and conditioned responses, which collectively form their
frames of reference. These frames of reference, typically consisting of two dimensions, namely, habits
of mind and a point of view, are the assumptions and perspectives that shape how adults interpret and
understand their world. Frames of reference, however, are not fixed. Mezirow also emphasizes that,
under conducive conditions, “transformative learners move toward a frame of reference that is more
inclusive, discriminating, self-reflective, and integrative of experience...through critical reflection on
the assumptions upon which our interpretations, beliefs, and habits of mind or points of view are based”
(1997, pp. 5-7). This evolution enables learners to interpret their world more critically and flexibly,
incorporating broader perspectives and greater self-awareness. Nevertheless, this transformation does
not occur in a vacuum. When adults are confronted with a disorienting dilemma, a context in which
habitual ways of thinking and acting become ineffective, critical reflection is triggered, which further
results in perspective transformation after ten phases (Mezirow, 1994). The process allows individuals
to critically reassess their assumptions, ultimately resulting in a revised and more adaptive frame of

reference.

Based on transformative learning theory and theories in intercultural communication, Taylor (1994a)
constructed a transformative learning model for becoming interculturally competent. The model consists
of three dimensions: precondition, process, and outcome. The model starts with culture shock, a concept
frequently used to explain the frustrations immigrants or sojourners encounter in the early stage of their
stay abroad. Some view culture shock as a problem trigger, while some regard it as an opportunity to

learn and grow (Kim & Ruben, 1988). In Taylor’s model, culture shock is seen as the disorienting
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dilemma for intercultural competence acquisition, and he named it the precondition. The process
dimension includes levels of transformation from low to high: alienation, denial; testing new habits and
assumptions; duality and independence; and integration. The outcome dimension is described as the
individual becoming a “new person” (Kim & Ruben, 1988, p. 314) with a higher level of integration
because of transformation in intercultural knowledge, attitudes, and behavioral capacities (Taylor,
1994a).

Taylor’s model represents an extension of Mezirow’s transformative learning theory, situating it
specifically within the context of intercultural communication and adaptation to a new culture. At the
core of both models lies the process of meaning-making, through which individuals interpret new
experiences and potentially revise their existing perspectives in response to cultural differences. As
Mezirow put it (1991, p. 11):

Making meaning is central to what learning is all about. The learning process may be
understood as the extension of our ability to make explicit, schematize (make an association
within a frame of reference), appropriate (accept an interpretation as our own), remember (call
upon an earlier interpretation), validate (establish the truth, justification, appropriateness, or
authenticity of what is asserted), and act upon (decide, change an attitude toward, modify a
perspective on, or perform) some aspect of our engagement with the environment, other persons,
or ourselves.

While Mezirow pointed out that “reflection is the central dynamic involved in the transformation of
meaning schemes and meaning perspectives (1991, p. 116),” Taylor elaborated on how the process of
critical reflection is enacted in intercultural settings in the process dimension of his model, for example,

when the learners are required to make sense of unfamiliar norms, values, and social practices.

The application of transformative learning theory in this study provides a valuable framework for
understanding how participants make sense of their experiences as they navigate life in a new cultural
context and interact with facilitators and individuals from diverse backgrounds in the non-formal
language learning activity. Mezirow’s original theory highlights the importance of critical reflection,
dialogue, and perspective transformation in adult learning, all of which are highly relevant in a context
where language learners are constantly engaging with unfamiliar cultural phenomena and norms.
Building on this, Taylor’s intercultural extension of the theory offers further insight into how these
processes unfold within multicultural environments. In the activity under investigation, participants not
only develop language skills but are also guided to reflect on their own cultural assumptions through
facilitated discussions, culturally themed reading materials, and peer interactions. These learning
moments could foster opportunities for meaning-making that may lead to shifts in how participants view
both Swedish culture and other cultures. Thus, the transformative learning lens allows for an
interpretation of how non-formal language learning becomes a site for personal growth in terms of

intercultural competence.
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4.2 Zone of proximal development

Vygotsky’s concept of the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) provides a foundational lens for
understanding how learning occurs through social interaction. Vygotsky defines ZPD as “the distance
between the actual development level as determined by independent problem solving and the level of
potential development as determined through problem-solving under guidance or in collaboration with
more capable peers” (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 86). As a core concept in Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory,
ZPD highlights the importance of social interaction and assistance in cognitive growth, indicating that
learners can reach more advanced levels of understanding and skill with guided support. While initially
conceptualized within the context of child development and formal education, later scholarship has
extended its relevance to adult learning. Eun (2019), for example, asserts that the ZPD applies across all
stages of human development. This broader applicability becomes particularly significant when viewed
through the lens of transformative learning theory. Adults bring to learning settings an integrated body
of life experiences, comprising associations, concepts, values, emotions, and conditioned responses,
which together form their frames of reference and shape their understanding of the world (Mezirow,
1997). In contrast to children, whose learning often focuses on acquiring new cognitive skills, adult
learners are engaged in the critical reflection and reinterpretation of their existing frames of reference.
Within this context, the ZPD serves not only as a space for skill acquisition but also as a dynamic zone
for transformative shifts in understanding and interpretations. Guidance from facilitators or interaction
with peers in supportive, dialogic learning environments can challenge learners’ assumptions, stimulate

perspective-taking, and foster deeper intercultural awareness.

4.3 Connecting the two theories

After examining transformative learning and the zone of proximal development, it is not difficult to
discover that the two theories share some concepts. Both emphasize the social nature of learning and
development, yet they emerge from different traditions and serve distinct purposes. The two theories
offer complementary perspectives for understanding how learners grow cognitively, socially, and
personally in guided learning environments, for example, intercultural and non-formal learning contexts

like the one examined in this study.

A key shared concept of the two theories is social interaction in the learning process. Both theories
recognize that individuals do not learn in isolation but through engagement with others. In
transformative learning theory, dialogue and discourse with others are essential for critically examining
one’s assumptions and meaning perspectives. This interaction often facilitates the reflective process that
leads to transformation. In contrast, ZPD sees social interaction as a “scaffold” for mastering new skills,
a term proposed by Wood et al. (1976) to refer to a process that enables learners to solve problems,

complete tasks, or achieve goals that would be beyond their capabilities without assistance. Here, a more
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knowledgeable other (such as a teacher, peer, or facilitator) supports the learner in tasks they cannot yet
perform independently, helping them reach a higher level of development through guided participation.

Both theories also underscore the importance of support or guidance. In transformative learning, this is
often offered by facilitators who create a safe space for reflection and help learners articulate and reframe
their experiences. In ZPD, support takes the form of assistance, which is gradually withdrawn as the
learner gains competence. However, while transformative learning emphasizes psychological and
emotional readiness for change, ZPD focuses more on the learner’s current level of competence and the

potential for immediate skill acquisition with appropriate support.

Another area of convergence of the two theories is the focus on developmental progression. In
transformative learning, development is understood as a shift in how individuals make meaning of their
experiences, which Mezirow (1991) calls a transformation in meaning perspectives. This process
involves critical reflection, self-examination, and often a fundamental shift in worldview, especially in
the face of intercultural challenges. Taylor’s model (1994a, 1994b) of intercultural transformative
learning expands this to include emotional engagement and relational dynamics that are especially
relevant in culturally diverse settings. By contrast, ZPD conceptualizes development as the
internalization of abilities first performed with assistance. It does not necessarily entail a transformation
of identity or worldview, but rather the extension of one’s actual developmental level toward a potential

level through guided learning.

In summary, while both theories affirm that learning is socially mediated and developmental,
transformative learning theory focuses on the transformation of meaning and identity through critical
reflection, especially relevant in adult and intercultural education. ZPD, on the other hand, focuses on
guided development through social scaffolding and is more centered on the early stages of human
development. Integrating the concept of ZPD into transformative learning theory highlights the guidance
and support that adult learners can receive during critical reflection processes. This approach provides
a framework to specify guidance and assistance and how they can facilitate shifts in perspective
transformation in a sociocultural context. By focusing on the role of guidance and assistance, the ZPD
lens enables a more nuanced understanding of how learners move through transformative learning

processes, revealing the significance of collaborative influences on individual learning outcomes.

4.4 Guided transformative learning (GTL)

Putting the two theories into the context of this study, the participants of the Swedish-language learning
activity are migrants living short-term or long-term in Sweden, most of whom are newcomers
experiencing challenges in navigating and adapting to the unfamiliar environment. Their process of
adaptation to Swedish society aligns with the transformative learning model proposed by Taylor (1994a);

furthermore, participation in this language learning activity introduces an intervening factor: the
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guidance they receive from facilitators and the interactions with peers from different cultural
backgrounds and with different levels of cultural adaptation. This support potentially modifies their
adaptation process by providing culturally relevant insights and assistance that may facilitate
transformative learning, potentially advancing their intercultural competence to a level that might
otherwise be difficult to attain without such guidance and interactions.

To emphasize both the internal process of meaning-making and the external support provided through
guidance and scaffolding, | developed a new framework by integrating the two theories and named it:
Guided Transformative Learning (GTL). This framework offers a balanced theoretical lens that draws
on both perspectives. Figure 4 shows how the theoretical framework works: the transformative learning
process for participants is initiated by the disorienting dilemma; this transition often induces varying
degrees of culture shock, prompting the process that can lead to a transformation in intercultural
competence; the support provided by the non-formal language learning activity facilitates this
transformation, enabling participants to achieve a higher level of intercultural understanding and

adaptation through guided reflection and learning.

Using this theoretical framework, the first research question can be addressed through the lens of
transformative learning by examining the activity participants’ perspective. The second and third
research questions can be approached through the lens of the zone of proximal development, focusing
on the guidance provided to participants and its role in facilitating their intercultural competence

transformation processes.
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Figure 4. Guided transformative learning of intercultural competence (Adapted from Taylor, 1994a p.
398)

22



Chapter 5 Methodology

This chapter presents the methodology of the study. It begins with the justification of the choice of
qualitative case study, followed by how the data was collected through semi-structured qualitative
interviews and observation. Then it shows the data analysis process, with trustworthiness and ethical
considerations discussed lastly.

5.1 Qualitative case study

Creswell (2009) thinks that there are three important components in designing a research: philosophical
worldviews, strategies of inquiry, and methodological procedures. He emphasizes that the relationship
among the three components is hierarchical and interdependent, shaping the foundation of any research
study. At the broadest level, philosophical worldviews (also called paradigms), which usually refers to
postpositivism, constructivism, advocacy/participatory, and pragmatism, define researchers’ underlying
assumptions about reality, knowledge, and values. These paradigms guide the strategies of inquiry,
which determine the general approach to research: quantitative, qualitative, or mixed methods. The
chosen strategy of inquiry, in turn, dictates the methodological procedures, which encompass specific
data collection and analysis techniques. For example, a postpositivist researcher may employ a
guantitative strategy such as an experimental design, utilizing structured surveys and statistical tests as
methodological tools. Conversely, a constructivist researcher may adopt a qualitative strategy like
phenomenology, conducting in-depth interviews and thematic analysis. In a pragmatist approach, both
qualitative and quantitative methods might be combined, ensuring methodological flexibility based on
research needs. Thus, paradigm, strategy, and methodology are deeply interconnected, ensuring that
research is theoretically sound, methodologically coherent, and aligned with the researcher’s

fundamental assumptions about knowledge and inquiry.

According to Cohen et al. (2011), qualitative research is well-suited for examining the “how” and “why”’
of phenomena, providing insights into the processes involved in understanding and explaining complex
experiences. The research objective of understanding how non-formal language learning activities can
serve as effective platforms for intercultural competence development indicates that the study seeks to
understand the interactions, engagement, organizations and people’s experiences in this activity.
Therefore, a qualitative research design is adopted, underpinned by a social constructivist worldview,
which highlights learning as a collaborative process shaped by social interactions and cultural context
(Saleem et al., 2021). Fhi i i i
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To be more specific, this is a case study of the Swedish-language learning activity organized by a city

library in Sweden. Case studies are particularly effective for gaining an in-depth understanding of a
phenomenon within its real-life context since they excel in capturing the complexity and nuances of
real-world situations, organizations, or relationships, which is an aspect that quantitative methods may
not fully capture. Case studies enable researchers to explore connections, patterns, and context while
examining both the broader perspective and specific details through a focused, small-scale investigation.
According to Swanborn (2010), the choice of a case study as a research strategy is largely determined
by the nature of the research question. It is particularly suitable for addressing broad descriptive or
explanatory inquiries about social processes. Since this study seeks to understand how non-formal
language learning activities can serve as effective platforms for intercultural competence development,
conducting a case study is an appropriate method, as it provides a comprehensive approach to addressing
the research questions outlined in Chapter 1. The specific Swedish-language learning activity is chosen
as the case because it bears all the characteristics of a non-formal learning environment: outside the
formal education system, voluntary, learner-centered, an organized process with a learning objective.
Another reason for selecting this activity as the case study is that it is organized by a city library in
Sweden, which has a broader reach to migrants from diverse cultural backgrounds compared to other
community-based initiatives. Furthermore, the activity has been conducted regularly over a defined
period, featuring a stable structure and a likelihood of continued operation in the long-term. Finally, as
an active participant in this activity, | have direct access and have established rapport with other
participants as well as the facilitators, who are the key gatekeepers during the data collection phase of

the study.

5.2 Data collection

The adoption of a qualitative case study approach guided the selection of suitable data collection
methods. Drawing on Creswell’s (2009) assertion that qualitative inquiry should prioritize open-ended,
participant-driven exploration of meaning, this study employs semi-structured qualitative interviews and
observation methods. To address the first two research questions, three semi-structured interviews were
conducted with three activity participants, along with a group interview involving two facilitators. The
third research question is primarily answered through data collected from observations. However, the
two data sets complement each other and intersect in certain aspects. These methods reflect the emphasis
of social constructivism on fostering spaces where participants actively construct and articulate their

interpretations, particularly through dialogue and interaction.
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5.2.1 Sampling
While an ideal methodological approach would involve examining the entire population of immigrants

participating in diverse forms of non-formal Swedish-language learning activities, such comprehensive
inquiry is impracticable due to logistical constraints inherent in large-scale studies. It is impossible for
me to interview the participants and facilitators of all the non-formal Swedish-language learning
activities, particularly given the heterogeneity of immigrant experiences and the decentralized nature of
non-formal education programs, which makes sampling necessary, the process of identifying and

selecting a subgroup from a defined population to participate in a study (Guest et al., 2013).

This study adopts purposive sampling. Each sample is deliberately chosen based on a specific reason,
typically due to its distinct role or relevance to the study, to ensure methodological rigor while
maintaining analytical depth (Check & Schutt, 2012). Unlike probability sampling which aims at
statistical generalization, purposive sampling prioritizes information-rich cases that help explain the key
issues this study focuses on. This sampling strategy allows for a structured investigation of how
intercultural competence develops within a specific, illustrative group, balancing the research objective
and practical considerations of research design.

Herbert Rubin and Irene Rubin (2005) emphasize that informants should possess a comprehensive
understanding of the cultural context, situation, or experience under investigation, be willing to share
their insights, and represent a diverse range of perspectives. It is extremely important that the informants
selected should be very knowledgeable about the non-formal language learning activity under study in
order to provide useful and informative data. In this case, both the activity participants and facilitators
are essential to capturing a comprehensive understanding of the activity as a whole. Given their role as
insiders, facilitators offer valuable contributions not only by sharing their experiences in planning and
implementing the activity but also by providing an external perspective on participants’ interactions and
learning processes. Therefore, all three facilitators were invited for the group interview, with two
agreeing to participate and one declining. The facilitator who declined to join the group interview did

not provide a reason.

The selection criteria for activity participants were as follows: (a) participants must have attended the
activity at least three times, as fewer sessions may limit their familiarity with the activity and the depth
of information they can provide; (b) participants must be proficient in English, the language in which
the interviews were conducted; and (c) participants should represent diversity in gender, age, and
cultural background to ensure a broad range of perspectives. The voluntary nature of the activity resulted
in fluctuations in participant attendance. Based on criterion (a), approximately seven individuals met the
selection criteria; however, two of them were not proficient in English. Consequently, five participants
were invited for interviews, of whom three accepted and two declined. One mentioned personal life

changes and being busy with private matters as the reason for declining, and the other did not offer any
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explanation. Ultimately, this study included three activity participants and two facilitators as informants.

The informants’ profiles are presented in Table 1.

Pseudonym | Gender | Country of | Age group Role Participation
origin times
Karl Male Netherlands 30s Participant | 4
Linda Female | Germany and | 50s Participant | around 10
Philippines
Sofia Female | Japan and | Not mentioned | Participant 3
Pakistan
Anna Female | Sweden Not mentioned | Facilitator Not
applicable
Mary Female | Sweden Not mentioned | Facilitator Not
applicable

Table 1. Informants’ profile

5.2.2 Interviews
Interviews are a widely-used and effective method to collect data in qualitative research. They can be

categorized into three broad types: structured, semi-structured, and unstructured. Structured interviews,
primarily employed in quantitative research, adhere to a fixed set of predetermined questions, facilitating
the collection of standardized and comparable data from a large sample. In contrast, unstructured
interviews resemble informal conversations, where the interviewer follows a general framework of
questions while maintaining a fluid and open-ended approach (Fina, 2019). Structured interviews
prioritize the collection of precise, codable data within predefined categories, whereas unstructured
interviews aim to explore the complexity of human behavior without imposing restrictive classifications
that could limit the scope of inquiry (Fontana & Frey, 1994). Semi-structured interviews represent an
intermediate approach between these two types. They are centered on a specific topic and guided by a
predetermined set of focused questions while allowing flexibility to adapt to participants’ responses and
interactions. The interviewer can adjust the sequence of questions, rephrase them, provide explanations,
or introduce additional questions as needed (Cohen et al., 2011). Group interviews, in which multiple
participants within a social context are interviewed simultaneously, can be conducted using structured,
semi-structured, or unstructured formats. This approach serves as an efficient method for resource

allocation while also providing valuable insights into the interpretation of social or behavioral events
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(Fontana & Frey, 1994; Frey & Fontana, 1991). As mentioned in previous part, social constructivist
paradigm seeks to understand the collaborative process shaped by social interactions and cultural context.
Therefore, interview questions should be broad and general, allowing participants to share how they are
engaged in the interactions and the cultural context in the activity and Swedish society. The more open-
ended the questions, the more effectively they elicit rich data, enabling me to actively observe and listen

to participants’ perspectives and behaviors in their contexts.

In alignment with these principles, this study employed semi-structured interviews to balance structured
inquiry with opportunities for open-ended discussion. Interview questions were designed to be broad
and progressive, beginning with inquiries about the interviewees themselves before transitioning to the
activity itself and their perspectives on the research topic. This approach helped foster a comfortable

and open environment, encouraging participants to share their experiences more freely.

Activity participants were interviewed individually to allow them to express their personal opinions
freely, without concern, as some of the interview questions involve their interactions with other
participants. The two facilitators were interviewed together since they work collaboratively in
organizing, planning and implementing the activity. Conducting a group interview with both facilitators
enabled me to collect the insights from them simultaneously in a relatively accessible and interactive
way. The group setting allowed them to respond to one another’s reflections, prompting clarification,
elaboration, and even reconsideration of individual viewpoints in real time. This dynamic exchange not
only introduced a richer “human element” to the data but also contributed to methodological
triangulation by cross-referencing perspectives and surfacing shared as well as divergent experiences.
In contrast to one-on-one interviews, the group format supported co-construction and negotiation of
meaning. In doing so, it enhanced the depth and credibility of the findings, especially in understanding
facilitator practices, challenges, and interpretations of the interactions in the activity (Frey & Fontana,
1991). Prior to the interviews, an interview guide was developed and sent to them and offered on-site
for them to go through, which guaranteed the effective running of the interview process (Jacob &
Furgerson, 2012).

The entire interview data collection process consists of five stages.

The first stage was designing, which involved converting the research objectives and questions into clear,
comprehensible, and answerable interview questions. In this process, particular attention was given to
integrating the theoretical framework into the interview questions. Professional terms and concepts such

LRI

as “disorienting dilemma,” “intercultural competence,

99 ¢

cultural integration,” and “peer interaction”
were rephrased into accessible, everyday language to ensure that informants could comfortably share

their experiences and ideas without undue cognitive effort. The interview questions were also structured
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to encourage informants to share personal narratives. For instance, questions such as “Please tell me a
little about yourself”, “Can you describe how the activity goes?”, “Can you share an example of...?”,
and “What do you think are the challenges or difficulties?” were designed to elicit detailed and reflective

responses.

The second stage was entering the field and establishing trust. This process was facilitated by the fact
that | had already been a participant in the activity for some time. As a result, both facilitators and other
participants regarded me as a familiar colleague. Additionally, prior to conducting the interviews, | had
observed three sessions of the activity and informed participants about my research. Consequently,
building trust in this stage was relatively straightforward.

In the third stage, the interview guide, which included information about the participants’ rights as
informants and a list of questions, along with the consent letter, was sent to the informants (see Appendix
1&2). A time and location were arranged for each interview after confirming their preferences, and
participants were also asked whether they preferred to conduct the interview face-to-face or online. All
participants preferred face-to-face interviews.

In the fourth stage, the interviews were conducted face-to-face in a private study room at a library,
between February 10th and March 3rd. Each interview was recorded using my personal recording device.
Throughout the interviews, both prompts and probes were given to ensure the most effective data
collection. Prompts are used to refine and clarify questions or topics, particularly when interviewees
misunderstand, require further guidance or clarification. On the other hand, probes encourage
respondents to expand, elaborate, illustrate, provide additional details, or further clarify their responses.
By incorporating probing techniques, the interviews yielded data with greater depth, richness, and
comprehensiveness, fostering more nuanced and authentic responses. They also offer valuable insights

into the interviewees’ thought processes (Cohen et al., 2011).

The recordings of the interviews were transcribed into text in the final stage. It was a non-verbatim

2 <c

transcription with filler words such as “uh,” “um,” “you know,” “like,” and repetitions being removed.
Additionally, grammatical errors have been corrected to enhance readability and coherence. The total
recording time exceeded 140 minutes, generating over 15,000 words of interview transcripts for analysis.

Detailed information on the four interviews is shown in Table 2.

Interviewee Background Interview length Transcript

Karl More than 1 month in Sweden, moved | 24'15" 2712 words

with his girlfriend who got a two year

job contract here.
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Linda 6 months in Sweden, moved here with | 25'47" 3060 words
her husband who is a Swede.

Sofia 10 months in Sweden, moved here | 39'50" 3369 words

with her husband who is a Swede
Anna&Mary | Librarians with 10 and 14 years’ | 51'33" 6022 words

working experience in this field

Table 2. Interview information

5.2.3 Observation
Observation has been widely used in social sciences as the most natural qualitative data collection

method (Guest et al., 2013). Being an important part of case study, observation is a crucial method for
effective fieldwork, as it fosters a direct connection between the researcher and core human experiences
(Wellington, 2015). By immersing the researcher in the context, this approach offers direct experience
of a situation, phenomenon, or event within its natural setting, thus uncovering the complexities of
human behavior and providing insight into the underlying reasons and mechanisms at play. In
observations, researchers commonly take field notes on the behavior and activities, whereas other
information such as the environment, appearance, and personal space can also be the observation targets
(Guest et al., 2013).

In observations, the role of the observer varies on a spectrum, ranging from complete participation to
complete observation. At one end of the spectrum, the complete participant fully immerses in the setting,
engaging as an insider without disclosing their research role. While this allows for an in-depth
understanding of participants’ experiences, it raises ethical concerns regarding transparency. On the
other hand, the complete observer remains entirely detached, solely observing without participating.
This approach ensures objectivity and minimizes the researcher’s influence on the setting, but it may
limit access to participants’ perspectives and the depth of contextual understanding. Between these two
extremes, two intermediary roles offer varying levels of engagement. The participant as observer
actively takes part in the setting while maintaining a researcher’s identity, striking a balance between
involvement and systematic data collection. Meanwhile, the observer as participant primarily adopts an
observational stance with limited interaction, preserving detachment while allowing for some direct

engagement (Creswell, 2009; Wellington, 2015).

For this study, the complete observer role was chosen to minimize researcher influence and allow for an
unobtrusive examination of the setting. While this approach may restrict direct engagement with
participants, its potential limitations are mitigated by the use of interviews as an additional data

collection method. Interviews can provide direct insights into participants’ perspectives, complementing
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observational data and ensuring a comprehensive understanding of the research context. By integrating
these methods, the study benefits from both the objectivity of complete observation and the depth of
personal experiences shared through interviews. The observation process also provided an opportunity
to build trust with participants, as they became familiar with my presence in the activity. This familiarity
made it easier for me to approach potential informants and gain their acceptance for the interviews.

The observation process consisted of three sessions of the activity, as one of the criteria for selecting
interview informants was that they must have participated in the activity at least three times. This made
it easy to identify those who were consistently present during all three observed sessions. First, the
gatekeeper of the activity, the facilitators, granted me permission to observe. At the beginning of each
session, | disclosed my role as an observer to the participants, ensuring they were aware of my research
intentions. During the observations, | took notes on various aspects, including the environment,
participant profiles, and the overall flow of the activity. Particular attention was given to utterances and
behaviors relevant to my research questions, such as the content of the learning materials, facilitators’
explanations of knowledge, attitudes, and behaviors related to cultural content, and how they encouraged
participants to engage in discussions. Additionally, I documented participants’ responses to both the
facilitators’ guidance and the cultural content. Each session lasted one and a half hours, resulting in a

total of 1,349 words of field notes.

According to my observation, the activity took place in a small conference room in the office area of a
city library which is accessible only with a staff ID badge. The room could accommodate up to 15 people
and was equipped with a projector, a large screen, two boards, an oval-shaped table, several chairs and
a small book shelf. Each session began with a self-introduction, during which participants and
facilitators briefly share their names. Participants also shared countries of origin, duration of residence
in Sweden, and, if comfortable, their occupations. The learning process was facilitated through printed
reading materials, which were distributed to all participants after the self-introduction. Participants took
turns reading aloud segments of the material. After each reading, the facilitators guided the group in
reviewing the content, explained unfamiliar vocabulary, encouraged discussions to deepen
comprehension and contextual understanding, and solicited further questions, fostering an interactive
learning environment. As the activity was entirely voluntary and did not require prior registration, the
number of participants fluctuated, with the typical group size being around eight participants, give or
take.

Conducting observations enabled me to gather data that would have been inaccessible to an outsider,
while also allowing me to experience the activity firsthand. This immersive perspective provided an
comprehensive understanding of the context and significantly enriched the depth and interpretation of

the data during the data analysis stage.
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5.3 Thematic analysis

The study adopts thematic analysis as the data analysis method. Braun and Clarke (2006) define thematic
analysis as a method for identifying, analyzing and reporting patterns (themes) within data. It is a method
that both represents reality and delves deeper to uncover its underlying layers. This method was chosen
for data analysis in this study for its theoretical flexibility, which accommodated the study’s social
constructivist paradigm, emphasizing the co-construction of intercultural competence through
participants’ engagement in the activity. The analysis prioritized both inductive (data-driven) and
deductive (theory-informed) approaches, ensuring a nuanced exploration of how non-formal language

learning activities fostered intercultural competence.

In conducting the thematic analysis, the six-phase framework proposed by Braun and Clarke (2006) was
followed. The six steps are: familiarization with data, generating initial codes, searching for themes,
reviewing themes, defining and naming themes, producing the report. The following part presents how
each step was implemented.

Step 1: Familiarization with data

Repeated reading of the data in an active way has been emphasized in this step (Braun & Clarke, 2006;
Nowell et al., 2017). To search for meanings and patterns in the data, | immersed myself in the dataset,
comprising 15,743 words of interview transcripts (from three participants and two facilitators)
and 1,349 words of observational field notes. Each transcript was printed and read through several times,
during which | annotated manually, with key sections highlighted and marginal notes documenting
initial impressions (for example, participant emphasizes peer support, facilitators explain cultural norms,
participant expresses frustration caused by cultural difference). The observational notes were similarly
reviewed, with attention to the content of learning materials, the interactions and nonverbal behaviors
(for example, the article is about the tradition of eating semla, participant asks about the unfamiliar
cultural phenomenon, facilitators use image to assist explanation). This phase involved repeated
readings over two weeks, during which recurring ideas such as language barrier, peer interaction and

support, and cross-cultural comparison and association were flagged for potential themes.
Step 2: Generating initial codes

In this step, the transcripts and the observation notes were coded manually. There are different ways of
coding according to the nature of themes and the analysis goal. If the themes are more data-driven, we
let codes emerge organically from the data, whereas with theory-informed themes, coding is guided by
specific research questions or theoretical frameworks. In addition, the coding approach also depends on
the analysis goal of the researcher. If the researcher aims at analyzing the entire dataset comprehensively,

coding should be done line-by-line, while if the researcher only wants to focus on specific key aspects
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within the data, then only the relevant sections of the data are coded (Braun & Clarke, 2006). In this
study, the themes were theory-informed, with a specific focus on aspects related to intercultural
competence, so the coding process was guided by the theoretical framework and research questions,
ensuring that data analysis remained aligned with the study’s analytical focus. This process resulted in
40 codes generated in the observation notes, 51 in the transcripts of the interviews with the three activity
participants, and 25 in the transcript of the group interview with Anna and Mary.

Step 3: Searching for themes

Two approaches can be adopted in searching for themes, inductive and deductive. An inductive approach
allows themes to emerge from the data, which are also called data-driven themes, while in deductive
approach, themes are developed from the conceptual framework, a theory, or prior research (Boyatzis,
1998; Braun & Clarke, 2006; Nowell et al., 2017). In some cases, themes may correspond directly to
interview questions, ensuring a clear and systematic connection between the data and the research focus
(Nowell et al., 2017). Since the interviews covered a wide range of topics, to help organize the codes, |
combined both deductive and inductive approach to make sure that the themes reflect the topics to the
point. First, three theory-informed dimensions of themes were determined deductively based on the
theoretical framework of guided transformative learning and the three research questions. The three
dimensions are: intercultural competence transformation, facilitators’ guidance and cultural content in
learning material. Through the lens of the three dimensions, | systematically reviewed all codes
generated during Step 2, along with their corresponding excerpts from observation notes and interview
transcripts. This process led to the inductive emergence of more refined themes. Taking a holistic view,
the codes were further organized by consolidating similar ones and removing duplicates, making sure

the codes fit into the themes.
Step 4: Reviewing themes

As the themes created in Step 3 were not the final ones, they were only potential themes. In reviewing
the potential themes, | adopted a two-level approach. First, | examined whether each theme accurately
reflected the most significant aspects of the coded data in relation to the research questions and
theoretical framework. This involved assessing the internal coherence of each theme and ensuring its
relevance. Second, | conducted a comprehensive rereading of the entire dataset to evaluate how well the
themes captured broader patterns across the data as a whole (Clarke & Braun, 2014). This step helped
confirm the consistency and validity of the thematic structure within the full context of the research.
Some themes were discarded due to insufficient supporting data or overly diverse content that lacked
internal coherence, for example, exposure to Swedish culture through family. In other cases, two or
more seemingly distinct themes found to overlap significantly were merged into one, more

comprehensive theme. For example, facilitators compared different cultural norms, facilitators used
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images to foster understanding and facilitators used real-world examples in explanation were merged
into one theme: meaning-making assistance. This step ensured that each theme was analytically
meaningful and firmly grounded in the data.

Step 5: Defining and naming themes

After the first four steps, 8 themes under 3 overarching dimensions were created. This step is to develop
detailed and nuanced definitions for each theme, aiming to capture their distinct characteristics as well
as their connections to one another. Particular attention was given to how each theme contributed to
answering the research questions. During this stage, | also carefully selected illustrative data extracts

that best exemplified each theme and supported the overall narrative (Clarke & Braun, 2014).

Step 6: Producing the report

In this last step, the analysis was refined and shaped into its final form. To ensure analytical depth and
clarity, | selected representative data extracts that clearly illustrated the essence of each theme. Each
extract was embedded within an interpretive narrative that not only contextualized the quote but also

advanced the overall argument in relation to the research questions.

5.4 Trustworthiness

To ensure the trustworthiness of the research, | addressed four key criteria proposed by Lincoln and
Guba (1985): credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. Triangulation of data was
achieved by adopting multiple data collection methods.

Credibility

Credibility was established through prolonged engagement with the field, including multiple
observation sessions and interviews with both participants and facilitators, and immersion in data.
Although my prior involvement as an active participant in the activity could suggest the potential for
subjective interpretations or personal bias, | made conscious efforts to maintain an objective and critical
stance throughout the research process. During the observation phase, | adopted the role of a complete
observer rather than that of a participant-observer. By positioning myself at a distance and observing
from a third-person perspective, | was able to focus on the interactions, dynamics, and processes within
the activity without direct engagement, thereby reducing the risk of researcher influence and enhancing
the credibility of the data collected. The process of generating codes and developing themes in the
thematic analysis was not strictly linear but rather iterative. | moved back and forth between the data,
codes, and emerging themes multiple times, allowing for continuous refinement and deeper engagement

with the data. This iterative approach helped to enhance the credibility of the findings by ensuring that
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the themes were grounded in the data and meaningfully captured the complexity of the guided
transformative learning processes. Moreover, | shared and discussed emerging findings with my
supervisor regularly, which provided additional insights and offered a different perspective.

Transferability

To support transferability, the research context, participant backgrounds, and learning activities were
described comprehensively. This detailed contextualization enables readers to assess whether the
findings might be relevant or applicable to similar non-formal language learning settings in other cultural

or geographic contexts.
Dependability

Dependability was addressed through transparent documentation of the research design, data collection
procedures, and analytic decisions. The coding steps, theme development processes, and reflections on
methodological choices were all documented to allow others to follow and evaluate the research process

in a systematic and replicable manner.
Confirmability

I continuously examined my own assumptions and positionality as a researcher with intercultural
experience, to minimize personal bias in data interpretation. The use of direct quotes and a systematic
coding process further enhanced the objectivity and neutrality of the findings.

Triangulation

Methodological triangulation was employed by combining three data sources: observation notes,
individual interviews with participants, and a group interview with facilitators. This helped validate
findings across different perspectives and provided a more comprehensive understanding of the activity
under investigation. Thematic triangulation was also used, comparing how different themes emerged

across data types to ensure consistency and depth.

5.5 Ethical considerations

Regardless of whether the research is qualitative or quantitative, researchers have a responsibility to
address ethical considerations and ensure adherence to internationally recognized ethical principles.
This part shows how this study followed the core principles: informed consent, confidentiality,

minimization of harm, justice, and scientific integrity (ESRC, 2015; Swedish Research Council, 2017).
Informed consent

To ensure informed participation, all interview informants received a written Letter of Consent in

English, which clearly outlined the purpose of the study, their role as participants, the voluntary nature
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of their involvement, the types of data to be collected, and the confidentiality measures in place (see
Appendix 1). Signed consent forms were collected before any interviews were conducted. Participants
were also reminded that they could withdraw from the study at any point, without providing a reason or
facing any negative consequences. Additionally, prior to each interview, | sought explicit permission to

record the conversation using a personal device.

For the observation sessions, verbal announcements were made at the beginning of each session to
inform all individuals present of my role as a researcher, the purpose of my observations, the nature of
the data being collected, their right to withdraw at any time, and the confidentiality of the information
gathered. No audio recordings were made during the observation sessions. This information was
communicated in simple and accessible Swedish, ensuring that all learners present could fully

understand their rights and the context of the research.
Confidentiality

Protecting participant privacy was a key priority, particularly given the multilingual and multicultural
nature of the group. | avoided mentioning the name of the library and the activity. Pseudonyms were
assigned to all participants and facilitators in the transcripts and in the presentation of findings. All
digital recordings, transcripts, and notes were securely stored on OneDrive that is accessible only to me,
my supervisor and the examiners. These measures ensured that participants’ identities and shared

experiences remained confidential and respected.
Minimization of harm

Recognizing that some participants were newly arrived in Sweden and possibly experiencing vulnerable
circumstances (e.g., migration, integration, language barriers), particular care was taken to avoid placing
them in uncomfortable or pressured situations. Observations were conducted discreetly, with prior
approval from facilitators and learners. During interviews, questions were open-ended and gently guided
to allow participants full control over what they chose to share. Cultural sensitivity was prioritized when
discussing potentially personal topics such as traditions, beliefs, or experiences of difference. Emotional
or psychological risk was considered minimal, and no participant reported distress during or after

participation.
Justice

Using purposive sampling, all selected participants met the inclusion criteria for the study, and all
facilitators involved in the activity were invited to participate in the interview phase. During data
analysis, careful attention was paid to representing the diversity of voices within the group, with a

conscious effort to avoid making generalizations based on cultural background.

Scientific integrity
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To ensure rigor and honesty in the research process, a transparent and systematic approach to data
collection and analysis was maintained. Although I had been a participant of the activity, | maintained
objective and independent throughout the research process to uphold the integrity of the study.
Observations were documented through detailed field notes, while interviews were transcribed and
coded using a thematic analysis framework. Coding was done iteratively, with themes refined in
dialogue with the research questions and theoretical frameworks. All claims in the findings are supported

with relevant, anonymized data extracts, ensuring analytical accountability.
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Chapter 6 Data analysis and findings

This chapter presents the analysis and key findings of the study, which explores how a non-formal
Swedish-language learning activity organized by a local library fosters intercultural competence among
its participants. Drawing on qualitative data collected through semi-structured interviews with three
activity participants, a group interview with two facilitators, and observations of three activity sessions,
the analysis examines three interconnected dimensions: intercultural competence transformation of the

participants, facilitators’ guidance, and the use of cultural content in shaping the learning process.

Thematic analysis, as outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006), was employed to identify patterns in the
data. Through a careful process of coding and theme development, the findings were interpreted in
relation to the theoretical lens of GTL introduced in Chapter 3, which integrated transformative learning
theory and the zone of proximal development. The framework provided a basis for exploring how
language learners are guided to reflect on cultural encounters and the content in the learning materials,
to engage with intercultural meaning-making in a supportive, non-formal learning environment and

finally to achieve transformations in intercultural competence.

As shown in Figure 5, the themes are organized within the three dimensions for analytical clarity, but
they remain deeply interconnected in practice. For instance, participants’ initial challenges in Sweden,
such as language barriers, cultural puzzles, and the need for social connection, triggered processes of
meaning-making through cultural reflection and peer interaction. These reflective processes were
supported by facilitators’ multimodal instruction strategies and the creation of a psychologically safe,
inclusive environment. Through these guided interactions, participants acquired cultural knowledge,
developed new attitudes, and adjusted their behaviors accordingly. The content itself, ranging from
cultural facts to behavioral tips, served as both a foundation and a catalyst for this transformation.
Notably, as participants described how they developed in intercultural competence, facilitators also
mentioned the shifts in their own cultural awareness, illustrating the mutual and evolving nature of
learning in this non-formal setting. As a result of this interconnected relationship, certain data excerpts
appear across multiple themes, each time highlighting a different aspect of the transformation process.
Under each dimension lie the themes that emerged from the data. Each theme brings focus to a particular
aspect of the learning activity and is illustrated with selected quotes from participants and facilitators,

complemented by observation notes.
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Figure 5. Final themes under three dimensions

While the emphasis in this chapter is on presenting the empirical findings, brief interpretive comments
are included to provide initial context and orientation. A deeper discussion of the implications of these

findings in relation to previous research and theoretical framework will follow in the next chapter.

6.1 Intercultural competence transformation of the participants

The data reveal how participants perceived the impact of the activity on their intercultural competence,
as reflected in their responses to the interview questions, also supplemented with relevant excerpts from
the group interview with facilitators and my observation notes. The analysis is organized around the
themes of challenges in Sweden, meaning-making and adaptation, and learning outcomes, aligning

closely with the three components in the GTL framework: precondition, process and outcome.

6.1.1 Challenges in Sweden
This theme captures the difficulties participants face when navigating life in a new cultural and linguistic

environment, such as language barrier, culture puzzles, and desire for social network.
Language barrier

For many participants, Swedish is not only a new language but also a gateway to accessing everyday
life, social inclusion, employment and further education in Sweden. During the semi-structured

interviews, all three participants emphasized the language barrier they faced after moving to Sweden:

1 will enjoy my time here in Sweden more if I speak the language at least a bit. And so that’s
why | decided to start directly with learning Swedish.... | think my background really helps,
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especially when it comes to reading Swedish. Because my level at reading Swedish is not a
complete beginner anymore. But speaking Swedish is still difficult. (Karl)

For me, language opens all the doors. If you can’t the language, you are nothing. This is the
most important for me. You must know the language first. This is the key how you enter the
country, from the beginning. (Linda, emphasis added)

1 lack phrases that a normal Swedish person would use in conversations, for example, “vad dd.”
You don’t do those kind of casual conversational practices. So it would more be like I don’t
know how to react or what to say if | meet someone as | do in Japanese or English. I know how
to say “Hi. Hej hej.” But it would be like I don’t know how to say: “Oh, hey, how have you
been? What were you doing? [In a way filled with emotion] ” (Sofia)

Regardless of whether they intended to stay in Sweden short-term or long-term, all participants
acknowledged the importance of overcoming the language barrier. Limited Swedish proficiency often
constrained participants’ ability to fully engage in dialogue, express their perspectives, and interpret
culturally embedded meanings in the learning materials. Therefore, the language barrier is not only
linguistic, but also intersect with the development of intercultural competence. Struggling with language
can hinder not only communication but also the ability to understand and adapt to unfamiliar social
norms and cultural expectations, which is the next challenge they are faced with.

Culture puzzles

Besides the language barrier, they also expressed difficulties in understanding cultural norms in Sweden,
for instance, what to bring when invited to someone’s home, how to interact with Swedes in everyday

life, or how long to expect bureaucratic procedures to take.

You have to learn also the rules. We visit them and we bring the food and I just asked him what
should I cook?... this is also about the culture, understanding each other. (Linda)

I think it’s really hard to get along with Swedes. I think they don’t talk so much... And
bureaucracy. I think it’s a little bit slow. (Sofia)
Another informant, Karl, on the other hand, did not report significant difficulties in understanding
Swedish culture. He attributed this to the cultural similarities between the Netherlands and Sweden. This
may also be partly due to the relatively short time he had spent in the country, since at the time of the
interview, Karl had been living in Sweden for just over a month. Despite his stated ease in understanding

Swedish culture, he also acknowledged the importance of learning about the culture.
Desire for social network

The third aspect of challenges is the need for a social network, which is also a key motivation for some
of them to participant in the activity. As Linda and Sofia both expressed a strong desire to meet people

through the activity.
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I need more contact, this makes me feel better... It’s nice also to come out (from home). (Linda)

| come here because | can meet people... And | want to make friends. (Sofia)
The above challenges mentioned by the participants are also manifest in observation notes, which
revealed that participants frequently asked about the meanings of words and expressions, an expected
pattern given that this is the core focus of the activity and a primary reason for their participation. In
addition to language-related gquestions, a lack of cultural knowledge emerged as a significant challenge.
Cultural concepts or objects that are common in Sweden, such as fettisdagen (Shrove Tuesday), selma
(a traditional cream-filled pastry eaten on fettisdagen), fika (a traditional coffee break with social
significance), and mil (a Swedish unit of measurement equivalent to 10 kilometers), often proved
difficult for participants to grasp, even when they were familiar with the literal meanings of the words.
This challenge was further confirmed in the group interview, where both facilitators emphasized the

difficulties immigrants face in navigating everyday cultural references in Sweden.

Most of these participants, they basically want to learn how to pronounce words correctly, the
everyday language. Like if you're actually gonna have a conversation with a Swede at a party
or at work, where do you begin? Certain figure of speech, like what does this mean? What does
that mean? If a Swede looks at you in a certain way, what does that mean? It’s a cultural thing.
Also, we talk not just about how to pronounce certain words or how to act. (Mary)

A lot of things that Swedes take for granted because we were born and raised with it, but for
foreigners, there are a lot of things that we do and say can seem completely illogical. Why would
you say that? Why would you do that? That doesn’t make sense! Is it meant to be humorous, or
is it serious? (Anna)

The challenges serve as disorienting dilemmas, a central concept in transformative learning that prompt
critical reflection for meaning-making and adaptation, which emerged as another main theme under the
dimension of intercultural competence transformation. When scaffolded appropriately through social
interaction, such as through facilitator support or peer interaction, these challenges may fall within

participants’ zone of proximal development, creating opportunities for growth.

6.1.2 Meaning-making and adaptation
This theme reflects participants’ active engagement in interpreting their intercultural experiences and

integrating new cultural knowledge into their existing frames of reference. In the transformative learning
dimension of the theoretical framework, this process involves critical reflection which leads to
perspective transformation, particularly when individuals question previously held assumptions
(Mezirow, 1997). Adaptation occurs as participants co-construct understanding within their ZPD, often
through guidance and interaction, allowing them to internalize new meanings that support intercultural
competence development. The data shows that the informants make meaning of the new perspectives

and try to adapt through two ways: cultural reflection and peer interaction.
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Cultural reflection

While discussing reflection, Mezirow (1991) introduced three forms of reflection: content reflection
(examining what we think, feel, or do), process reflection (focusing on how we engage in an activity or
make sense of experiences) and premise reflection (questioning why we hold certain assumptions,
beliefs, or values). He thinks that transformative learning contains both the transformation of meaning
schemes through content and process reflection and the transformation of meaning perspectives through

premise reflection. All the three types of reflections were documented in the data.

In the group interview, Anna stressed how the participants make sense of what’s new to them through

process reflection:

They start associating to things which are familiar in their sphere or culture [Mary: Yeah] to
understand things from using their reference. (Anna, confirmed by Mary)

This illustrates how meaning is often constructed through culturally familiar frames of reference. As
adults have already developed established frames of reference, it is natural for them to make sense of
new experiences by relating them to what they already know. However, this strategy may not always be
effective. When learners encounter aspects of the new culture that differ significantly or cannot be fully
explained using their existing frames of reference, this dissonance can initiate a transformation of
meaning schemes. It is in these moments when prior knowledge falls short that the potential for deeper
reflection and learning emerges. From the participants’ narratives, further instances of different forms

of reflection can be identified.

For many learners, the journey of making sense of a new culture begins with anchoring unfamiliar
concepts to what is already known. This is especially evident in Linda’s reflection, where the Swedish

pastry semla is compared to a traditional German bread:

But normally we eat Semmel in Germany, it’s made with the Niirnberger wurst...For us, it’s a
special bread for breakfast in Germany. But we mix cheese and Schinken with them, something
like semla but without the sweet. (Linda)

By drawing this comparison, what Linda was doing is content reflection, using her culinary memory as
a bridge to understand a new cultural item. There’s no challenge to deeper assumptions yet, just a

moment of familiarity that makes the unknown feel more approachable.

Similarly, Karl reflects on cultural proximity between Sweden and his home country, the Netherlands:

I think the Swedish culture is not that unfamiliar to me from the Netherlands because it’s a bit
similar. You have already got an idea of how it would be here. That’s not always entirely true,
but it doesn’t feel that strange at the beginning. (Karl)

This statement reveals an initial sense of cultural familiarity, as the participant draws on his Dutch

background to make Sweden feel more approachable. By framing the new environment through what is
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already known, the transition feels less daunting. At the same time, the recognition that the two cultures
are not exactly the same suggests an openness to adjusting existing meaning schemes, which is an early
step toward possible transformation.

As participants spent more time engaging with language and culture, some moved beyond initial
comparisons and began examining the process or premise, starting to question the beliefs shaped by
personal experience and social expectations, and change the way how they do things.

| grew up from the country that, you know this, mafana. The schedule is very flexible. You can
be late if it is not so very important. But here, if you have a doctor appointment, you have to
come on time. If not so, you must pay. So for me, | have to learn to come 15 minutes before the
activity schedule. This changes me a lot. (Linda)

What she said about the dating culture in Sweden was quite different from what I thought... My
experience is completely opposite... In Japan, it would be like... But in Sweden, I think this is
here. (Sofia explaining different stages of dating with gestures)

Linda was comparing her cultural expectations around time management and punctuality between her
home country and Sweden. The statement suggests that Linda’s assumption that flexibility around time
is acceptable unless something is very important was being challenged by the new cultural environment
and by what she learned in the activity that punctuality is strictly enforced. Her reflection here went
beyond simply noticing the difference in schedules. Instead, she started to question the underlying
assumptions she held about time and its significance. The reference to needing to pay if late underscores
that there is a specific, non-negotiable consequence for not adhering to time norms in the new context.
In this activity, being late means that the whole group has already gone upstairs to the conference room
where only the facilitators with librarian cards can grant access. This situation reinforced her reflection
on punctuality. The realization marked a shift in her meaning perspective, as she must now adjust her
thinking about punctuality and the importance of adhering to strict schedules in this new culture.
Similarly, in Sofia’s narratives, her prior understanding of Swedish dating norms was rooted in her
relationship with a Swedish partner and reinforced by online sources. When a facilitator’s account
contradicted that view, it created cognitive dissonance, prompting her to reassess what she thought she

knew.

The data thus illustrate how transformative learning took shape among the participants not only through
the adaptation of meaning schemes via content and process reflection, but also by challenging deeper

assumptions through premise reflection.
Peer interaction

While cultural reflection highlights the internal meaning-making processes of participants, peer

interaction shifts the focus to the social dynamics within the learning activity. This interpersonal
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dimension reflects what Eun refers to as “joint activity” (2019, p. 22) within the zone of proximal
development, where learners actively engaged in collaborative, goal-oriented exchanges. Through
mutual support and shared exploration, participants make sense of cultural differences and negotiate
adaptation. As Eun emphasizes, “cognition and other psychological phenomena extend beyond the
individual to include the multiple participants and cultural artifacts in shared activities” (2019, p. 23).
In this view, cultural learning is not confined to the individual but distributed across the group, as noted

during my observation:

Participant 4 (P4) asked what means ‘fettisdagen”, P1 explained briefly.
P8 asked the meaning of “annons”. P3 and P1 tried to explain that it’s some ads in newspaper.

Facilitator (F) asked: “Are Swedes romantic?” Pl: “Swedes not good at expressing love”. F:
“in some countries, dating is more romantic”’, people pay for dates in different ways in different
cultures.

P3 mentioned the equality reflected in dating here, for example, “both pay for their own bills,
and either part can initiate it.”
(From Observation notes)
Participants served as resources for one another, collectively scaffolding understanding through
spontaneous dialogue, explanation, and shared experience. Through the peer interactions, meaning is

co-constructed.

The group interview with facilitators echoed this dynamic:

The European participants seem to be very eager to take care of other participants, like to jump

in and explain things and help out. (Mary)

People from the same language can also explain to each other in their language. (Anna)
Such interactions also show the social and multilingual nature of meaning-making in this non-formal
learning space. Participants drew on shared backgrounds to bridge gaps in understanding, acting as

cultural mediators within the group.

While the observations and facilitators’ comments reveal how peer interaction supported the meaning-
making process within the activity, participants’ narratives bring to light how they interact after the

activity.

The one beside me now, she came from Japan. She’s interested also in my culture, so we just
exchange...l asked her about how she came in the SFI school and how it takes and what to do...If
someone had information already, or someone who had already an experience, it’s better. They
will share with you, so it’s easier to know about. We are talking about our national exam, what
to do. It’s interesting to know what she did and experienced. (Linda)
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| talked to the young German guy on the bike back home when we went the same way. We just
talked about how long we have been in Sweden and the intention of why we were learning. (Karl)

During (the activity) I think I don’t talk so much with others, but after (the activity), I tried to
talk. (Sofia)
The data reveal that some participants expressed genuine curiosity about each other’s cultures. The
meaning co-constructing during the activity also extended beyond the activity to practical matters such
as advice on the SFI (Swedish for Immigrants) program and national language exams. Peer interaction
not only supported learning about Swedish culture but also fostered informal support networks, which
is crucial for navigating everyday challenges in a new cultural context, as noted earlier in this chapter.

6.1.3 Learning outcomes
This theme captures the observable shifts in participants’ knowledge, attitude, and behavior that emerge

through the learning process. These three aspects of transformation are grounded in the outcome
component of GTL framework introduced in Chapter 3, adjusted on the basis of Barrett et al.’s (2009)
list of intercultural competences. Knowledge refers to understanding the social processes of Sweden or
other cultures, illustrations of those processes and products; attitude means an openness to reflect on
one’s own values and behaviors, and the willingness to view them from another cultural perspective;

behavior includes putting the knowledge and attitude into practice during intercultural interactions.

The observation notes captured moments where participants learned about aspects of Swedish dating
culture, such as the common practice of splitting the bill, as discussed earlier. These instances pointed
to clear moments of knowledge acquisition. Changes in facial expressions in observations from
confusion to smiling or nodding further signaled their growing understanding. During interviews,

participants also explicitly articulated what they had learned through the activity. For example:

The article about majblommor. It’s quite interesting. I didn’t know that it’s for children health.
| also got to know the history of Nobel Prize. Nobel Prize is actually giving out money to help
people. (Linda)

1 learnt cultural things about Sweden. That’s nice to get to know a bit more about Sweden while
at the same time learning and reading. (Karl)

The content, | think, gives me information about the Swedish culture and history. So I think it’s
good...The dating culture is different, and I also didn’t know about that they had this
competition about the semla. (Sofia)

In contrast to knowledge acquisition, shifts in attitude are often less overt and typically require more
careful attention to identify. It is also often blended with the example of behavior application. In
discussing her interactions with people from diverse cultural backgrounds, Linda highlighted the
presence of different religions in Sweden and how she came to accept these differences, appreciating

the liberal and egalitarian atmosphere. As she expressed: “You don’t say: ‘no, we cannot take it because
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you are Muslim’ here.” She also emphasized how she was touched by the article on Majblommer (a
fundraising initiative for children’s welfare) and Nobel Prize, which inspired her to help others. This
desire to assist others, in turn, fueled her motivation to continue learning Swedish. Another example on
the social norm of being punctual in Sweden, discussed earlier, highlighted how Linda’s attitude toward
time has shifted and how her behavior has changed as a result. In contrast, Sofia described her struggles
in the attitude shift process, sharing her confusion regarding the social norms and procedures in Sweden.

That part I don’t understand about the Swedish culture. Because that you have to be on time.
So | think that they prioritize the time. But still there are some things like deadline and stuff that
they don’t adhere to. It’s usually late and so. I don’t get it. I don’t get it. I don’t know. I just
don’t have full understanding of this time part of Swedish culture. (Sofia)

Besides, she also mentioned that she began to go to churches not for religious reasons but to integrate

herself into the local life, which indicates the behavior application.

6.2 Facilitators’ guidance

Facilitators’ guidance played a pivotal role in supporting participants’ meaning-making and adaptation
processes, particularly through the use of multimodal instructional strategies. At times, a single
comment or question from a facilitator served as a catalyst for reflection and dialogue within the learning
group. While facilitators also encountered challenges throughout the process, an unanticipated yet
significant outcome was their own development. Although the activity was initially designed to support
participants’ growth, facilitators reported experiencing personal and professional growth as well. The
following part presents the findings from the perspective of facilitators’ guidance provided in the activity
through the three themes: meaning-making assistance, environment creation and management,

facilitators’ transformation.

6.2.1 Meaning-making assistance
This theme explores the methods and strategies facilitators used to support participants’ meaning-

making process in language and cultural learning. Within GTL framework, facilitation not only focuses
on knowledge transmission but also actively promotes critical reflection, dialogue, and the co-
construction of meaning, which are key processes that foster intercultural competence and

transformative shifts in learners’ perspectives, as stated by the facilitators in the group interview:

Our challenge and our wish is that with a guide, we can make people understand that text even
though it’s on a level that is way higher than what your actual language level is. (Anna)

What the facilitators said aligns with the ZPD dimension of the GTL framework, as they provide
guidance that helps participants improve their language ability and intercultural competence. The data
show that the strategies they adopted, whether consciously or unconsciously, mainly fall into two

categories: multimodal instruction and making comparisons and associations.
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Multimodal instruction strategies

Both facilitators interviewed have over a decade of experience in adult education and demonstrated a
clear understanding of the participants’ needs and characteristics in this particular context. They
described the participants as generally well-educated, highly motivated to learn both the Swedish
language and culture, and coming from diverse cultural backgrounds. In response to these characteristics,
the facilitators employed a variety of strategies to support participants in making sense of cultural and
linguistic phenomena, using the reading materials as mediating tools. As noted in the group interview,
they emphasized the importance of ensuring collective understanding, stating that they made a conscious
effort not to proceed to the next section of the text until they were confident that all participants had

grasped the content.

Observational data revealed frequent use of visual aids, body language, storytelling, and strategic
language-switching to scaffold participants’ meaning-making processes. When explaining some culture
objects, they drew pictures of a semla, a map of Sweden, leaves of the typical trees in Sweden, how
people decorate the Valentine’s Day card. Additionally, they brought printed images of traditional
Swedish foods and used photographs displayed on mobile phones to support participants’ understanding
and engagement.

During the group interview, Mary reflected on the spontaneous nature of some of her facilitation
strategies. For instance, although she had not initially planned to share personal stories, she found that
improvised storytelling significantly enhanced participants’ engagement and understanding.
Additionally, the facilitators occasionally switched to English to clarify Swedish concepts, particularly

when participants encountered difficulties grasping the meaning solely in Swedish.
Making comparisons and associations

Making comparisons and associations emerged as another effective strategy employed by the facilitators,
serving not only to clarify unfamiliar concepts but also to bridge cultural gaps in understanding. For
instance, they explained how the notion of medieval times in Swedish culture differs from that in other
European countries, helping participants situate historical references within a local framework. Similarly,
by distinguishing the Swedish unit of distance mil (equivalent to 10 kilometers) from the more globally
recognized mile, facilitators reduced potential misunderstandings related to everyday language use.
Without the facilitators’ guidance, the learners might have taken the connotations of the concepts for

granted, as they were already familiar with them in other contexts.

These comparisons serve a dual function: they aid in comprehension while simultaneously inviting
participants to reflect on their own cultural frames of reference. For example, the explanation that winter

is defined in Sweden as five consecutive days below zero degrees Celsius offers not only factual
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knowledge but also insight into how climate shapes cultural expectations and routines. When the
facilitators pointed out that “mars, april, maj are considered spring months in Sweden, ” this prompted

some participants to reflect on how seasonal boundaries differ in their own cultures.

Such comparative approaches align with the principles of GTL, as they stimulate critical reflection by
surfacing taken-for-granted assumptions and enabling learners to recontextualize their own experiences.
In this way, the facilitators’ strategies went beyond language instruction to actively support participants’

meaning-making processes and intercultural adaptation.

6.2.2 Environment creation and management
This theme focuses on how facilitators create a safe, inclusive, and engaging learning environment. Such

an environment serves as the foundation for exploratory dialogue and critical reflection. Psychological
safety encourages learners to share experiences and guestion assumptions. Simultaneously, a well-
managed environment provides the structure needed for learners to take intellectual and emotional risks
within their ZPD.

The observations and interviews revealed that the facilitators carefully structured the physical and social
environment to promote a sense of safety and inclusion. The choice of venue, a quiet and access-
controlled meeting room at the library, allowed for focused discussion without external distractions. The
use of a round table further symbolized equality among participants, facilitating eye contact and

interaction.

According to the facilitators, they took specific actions to lower barriers to participation. For example,
they clarified from the outset of each session that participants were not required to read aloud if they did

not feel comfortable to. My observation on this aligns with Karl’s reflection:

I could just sit there and not necessarily say anything but participate. I think that’s my level at
that moment. It was perfect and | would have been more nervous if | was expected to really
participate. (Karl)

This flexibility respects learners’ varying levels of readiness and supports learner autonomy.

Moreover, the facilitators emphasized their intention of creating a low-pressure environment. As Anna
noted, participants were not required to prepare in advance, and the activity maintained a consistent
weekly schedule to build familiarity and trust. The practice of stopping frequently to explain difficult
parts in the reading materials, alongside explicit encouragement for participants to ask questions about
whatever in their minds fostered a supportive space where language difficulties became shared

challenges rather than individual failures.

In the same vein, facilitators cultivated psychological safety through positive feedback. As Mary

described, one way she used to encourage shy participants to engage is to “praise and praise and more
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praise, for every little thing, and not focus that much on the mistakes.” This not only encouraged

participation but also contributed to building learners’ confidence and sense of belonging in the group.

In addition, the facilitators actively encouraged peer interaction, recognizing its role in building
community and deepening understanding. This was evident in moments when Mary asked the group
questions like “Have you eaten semlor?” or “Are Swedes romantic?” They served as natural and
culturally embedded prompts that invited personal responses. Such moments shifted the classroom

dynamic from teacher-centered instruction to shared exploration and collective meaning-making.

In their preparations for the activity, facilitators also deliberately chose texts that would spark dialogue.

As Anna noted:

Try to have a subject that makes people want to talk themselves... I remember we once had a
text “Allemansrdtten” last summer, and there were so many people that had so many things to
say about this and therefore that was a really good session. (Anna)

This strategy aligns with GTL’s emphasis on reflection and discourse as vehicles for transformation.
Encouraging learners to articulate their interpretations and experiences not only supported language
development but also fostered intercultural dialogue.

Besides what they have already done, the facilitators were considering further fostering interaction and
community-building by simple gestures, such as using first names, initiating personal check-ins (e.g.,
“Got anything interesting to tell us? ), and expressing a desire for a more informal tone, possibly with
snacks or small talk. Although Anna acknowledged challenges like remembering everyone’s name, the

intent to cultivate familiarity and warmth was clear.

Participants’ feedback underscores the success of these efforts. Linda said the activity felt “nicer” and
“more fun,” which contributed to their comfort compared to formal education occasions like SFI. Karl
thought the activity was really nice and the group size made him feel comfortable to participate. Sofia

similarly reflected that though the sessions were not compulsory, she felt intrinsically motivated to join:

Sometimes I get tired. I don’t study, but coming here kind of gives me motivation. That’s fun.
(Sofia)

Overall, the data illustrate how a well-managed, learner-centered environment built on respect, positive
reinforcement, and cultural sensitivity can significantly support learners’ engagement in meaning-
making and adaptation. It confirms that creating the right conditions for learning is not a peripheral

concern but a core pedagogical strategy in the process of guided transformative learning.

6.2.3 Facilitators’ transformation
This theme, emerged unexpectedly from the data, sheds light on the facilitators’ own learning journey

in overcoming the challenges they face in supporting a culturally and linguistically diverse group of
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learners. While the primary focus of the study was to investigate participants’ development in
intercultural competence, the data reveal that facilitators themselves engaged in processes of reflection,
adaptation, and growth, which are key stages in guided transformative learning. In the group interview,
the two facilitators reviewed how the activity had evolved from their initial concept into its current form:

We talk not just about how to pronounce certain words or how to act. We talk about like the
social setting as well, like how to date a Swedish, what to expect from your colleagues at the
Swedish work place. It gets a bit cultural after a while, like not just the language, but the setting
as well. (Mary)

| think the participants coming here not only to learn the language itself, but also how to use
them in practice [Mary: Yeah] and also get to know more about the Swedish culture. That was
maybe not our initial idea, but | think that’s how it evolved. (Anna)

The facilitators navigated complexities such as cultural nuances, differing language proficiencies, and
varying levels of learner engagement, adapting proactively to the needs of the participants and the
activity development. These challenges required them not only to adjust their strategies in real time but
also to review their assumptions and refine their pedagogical approaches. For example, they mentioned
how their perspective of including sensitive topics in the activity transformed, from avoiding at all to
keeping them as objective as possible without judging or preaching:

There are certain subjects that we avoid, like religion, homosexuality. Some topics, like the
Pride parade, are unavoidable, it’s about obtaining knowledge on the Swedish society...then
keep them in an informative level, so it’s more like: OK, this is how it is, on Midsummer, people
are drinking a lot. Alcohol culture in Sweden is crazy and that’s how it is, without actually
saying that this is how you should act, or hopefully not in a way. (Mary)

We’re mainly explaining how the Swedish society works and we don’t evaluate it in any
way. This is how it is because of what and we don’t say that anything is good or bad particularly
but this is how it is... You can take a different angle of Pride though. You can make it about
acceptance and to express yourself. It doesn 't have to be mainly about the homosexuality. It can
be more like finding yourself in a very messy world. (Anna)

In this process, they also made meaning through critical reflection, and as a result, by learning through
practice, feedback, and collaborative meaning-making with participants and co-facilitators, they
developed within their own ZPD. This reciprocal process highlights the relational and dynamic nature
of learning in intercultural, non-formal settings. Just as facilitators scaffolded participants’ meaning-
making, their own learning was scaffolded through the iterative and reflective nature of their facilitation
work. In this way, what began as an effort to support others’ growth evolved into a shared developmental
space, where facilitators, too, were learners, adapting, reflecting, and transforming with the participants,

as Mary expressed her own growth through the activity:
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1 think I've learned a lot about the Swedish language and culture that I didn’t think about before.
Like, why is this? Why can’t I explain this? I mean, it helps me to get better at helping people
out in all different contexts. It opens up a different perspective, definitely. (Mary)

6.3 Cultural content in learning material

This final dimension explores how cultural content embedded in the learning materials contributes to
the development of intercultural competence among participants. Within the framework of GTL,
culturally rich texts fall in the guidance part, serving not only as linguistic resources but also as catalysts
for critical reflection and meaning-making. The materials used in this activity provided participants with
glimpses into Swedish society, values, traditions, and everyday life, opening up opportunities for
cultural comparison, dialogue, and personal engagement. Through reading and discussing culturally
related texts, the participants were able to contextualize language within social settings, relate the
content to their own experiences, and develop a deeper understanding of the host culture. The analysis
of this dimension is organized around two themes that emerged from the data: content on cultural facts

and content on behavior tips.

6.3.1 Content on cultural facts
This theme refers to the explicit information conveyed through the learning materials about Swedish

cultural traditions, historical events, societal structures, and national values. In my three observation
sessions, the content included history and traditions on fettisdag, history and stories of Alla hj&tans dag,
some changes in Sweden in spring, which are useful and interesting cultural facts about Sweden. The
facilitators said that articles were often selected from sources such as magazines or newspapers like
Easy Swedish, with a preference for content related to life in Sweden. The rationale behind these choices
was to ensure that the material would either provide practical knowledge about Swedish society or cover
topics that are commonly known and discussed by the general public in Sweden. The participants also

identified abundant content on cultural facts and their appreciation of the content as they mentioned:

Last time it was Semla, and then it was about the flowers, majblommor. I think it’s all about
Swedish culture. (Sofia)

Today we read about Semla, it’s quite interesting, the story of the King in the 1700s. (Linda)

1 quite like the materials actually. It’s fun to get to know some things about Sweden. Especially
the last two weeks, with Majblommor and the Semlor. (Karl)

6.3.2 Content on behavior tips
This theme focuses on the implicit and explicit behavioral norms embedded in Swedish society,

including everyday etiquette, social expectations, communication styles, and public conduct. It was
observed that discussions on cultural topics were often complemented by articles highlighting

corresponding behaviors or social practices. For instance, articles featured how people eat Semlor in
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various ways today, what to expect when dating a Swede, and the common practice of visiting
Hornborgasj&n in March to observe cranes. These examples illustrate how cultural behavior is woven
into the learning materials, offering participants insights into the lived realities of Swedish social life.
Facilitators also noted that they intentionally include content on topics such as kl&ndagar, the days
between public holidays that many people use to extend their time off, for instance by taking two days
off to enjoy a ten-day break. They explained that such topics reflect everyday conversations in Swedish
workplaces and are therefore valuable for learners to understand. Similarly, the social expectation of
punctuality, as discussed earlier, was highlighted as a key behavioral norm that is subtly introduced

through selected texts and reinforced during group discussions.

Taken together, the analysis across the three dimensions, intercultural competence transformation of the
participants, facilitators’ guidance, and cultural content, demonstrates how the activity fosters
intercultural competence through a dynamic and situated learning process. The process of intercultural
competence transformation shows the personal growth of the participants through meaning-making and
adaptation, while facilitators played a pivotal role in assisting mean-making and creating an inclusive
environment conducive to exploration and growth. The integration of cultural content, both factual and
behavioral, provided participants with meaningful entry points into the host society’s norms and values,
triggering critical reflection and encouraging perspective shifts. These interconnected themes illustrate
how, under the framework of GTL, non-formal language learning can serve as a powerful context for

personal transformation, intercultural engagement, and gradual development within learners’ ZPD.
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Chapter 7 Discussion

The aim of this study is to understand how non-formal language learning activities can serve as effective
platforms for intercultural competence development. Guided by the theoretical lens of GTL, the research
investigates how the participants perceive the activity has impacted their intercultural competence, what
support and guidance facilitators offer, and what kind of cultural content are used to facilitate the process.
In this section, I will discuss key findings in response to each research question and interpret them in
relation to previous research and the adopted theoretical framework, highlighting both areas of

alignment and points of divergence.

Research question 1: How do the participants perceive the activity’s impact on their intercultural

competence?

Analysis reveals that participants in the activity encounter a range of challenges following their
relocation to Sweden, including language barriers, unfamiliar cultural norms, and difficulties in
establishing social networks. These challenges correspond to the precondition phase in Taylor’s model
(1994a) and GTL, creating the conditions necessary for intercultural competence development.
Participation in the language learning activity itself reflects the learners’ proactive effort to overcome
the language barrier. Within the activity, their processes of meaning-making and adaptation unfold
through content, process, and premise reflection, fostered by the guidance from the facilitators and the
interaction with peers. The outcomes of transformative learning are evidenced through participants’

acquisition of new knowledge, attitudinal shifts, and observable changes in behavior.

As some of the existing studies tend to make a rash conclusion on the intercultural competence
development outcomes based on specific statements or words from the learners (e.g. Gholami Pasand
& Hassaskhah, 2024; Mitchell, 2016), paying particular emphasis on the process of meaning-making
and adaptation of the leaners turns out to be a very process-oriented approach. This finding offers a
deeper understanding of the transformative potential of non-formal language learning. It shows the
importance of guided dialogue, peer support, and critical reflection in fostering intercultural adaptation
and personal growth in intercultural competence. Just as Ros i Sol€&(2003) and Liddicoat (2008) pointed
out that it is important for the language learners to take an active role as meaning-makers, this activity
shows the internal and dynamic processes through which individuals make sense of what they are

learning and experiencing in the new environment.
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While from the external perspective, peer interaction further enhanced the transformation process.
Through peer interaction during and after the sessions, the participants co-constructed understanding
and meaning, demonstrating how collaborative dialogue enabled them to reach a deeper level of
transformation than they might have achieved by engaging with the same material individually. Learners
acted as “more capable peers” (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 86), supporting one another’s interpretation of new
cultural knowledge, as observed when they helped each other make sense of Swedish vocabulary or
cultural phenomena. In addition, peer interaction not only supports reflective thinking but also fosters
the development of new social connections, helping participants address the challenge of social isolation

and build a supportive network in their new environment.

In the meantime, participants described struggling with cultural puzzles such as how to behave in social
settings, navigate bureaucracy, or understand local customs, which prompted them to question
assumptions and adapt to the new environment. As Linda’s reflection on Swedish punctuality shows,
learners moved from initial content or process reflection to deeper premise reflection, where cultural
values and behaviors were reconsidered and internalized. This aligns with Mezirow’s (1994) notion of

transformative learning as a reconfiguration of meaning perspectives.

In sum, with challenges as a precondition, the participants’ narratives indicate that the activity was
helpful for their meaning-making and adaptation to Swedish culture by fostering cultural reflection and
peer interaction. Moreover, significant moments of knowledge acquisition, attitudinal shifts, and
behavioral application were also identified in their answers to the interview questions. This validate the
application of GTL as a lens for understanding dynamic and guided intercultural learning in non-formal
language learning contexts (see Figure 6).

Learning outcomes:
knowledge
acquisition,

shifts in attitude,
behavioral application

Outcomes:

development in
intercultural
competence (achieved
independently)

Zone of proximal development . Transformative learning



Figure 6. Intercultural competence transformation trajectory of participants

The findings also reveal that while intercultural competence developed notably toward the host culture,
peer-to-peer cultural learning among participants from diverse backgrounds was limited. Although
Linda and Sofia expressed a strong interest in learning about the cultural backgrounds of other
participants, Karl emphasized that his primary focus in the activity was on acquiring the Swedish
language and understanding Swedish culture, rather than engaging with the cultural experiences of his
peers, despite holding a general curiosity about other cultures. Several factors may account for this
difference. First, the overall low proficiency in Swedish among participants may have limited their
ability to engage in deep discussions about cultural differences in the target language. As language
learning and host culture integration remain the primary objectives of the activity, participants may be
hesitant to switch to English, even when deeper discussions would require it. Second, individual
personality traits may influence the extent of engagement, as Karl described himself as somewhat
reserved, which could affect his willingness to initiate or participate in intercultural exchanges. Third,
prior intercultural exposure might have played a role. Linda was originally from the Philippines and had
lived in Germany for some years while Sofia moved from Japan to Pakistan as a child before settling in
Sweden. Both had extensive experience with cultural diversity, which may have contributed to their
greater openness and enthusiasm toward learning about other cultures. In contrast, Karl reported
relatively limited intercultural experience, which may contribute to his current focus on host language
and culture rather than broader cultural exploration. Undoubtedly, participants’ intentions regarding
short-term or long-term residence in the country also affect their desire to learn about their peers’

cultures, as those planning to settle long-term may place greater importance on building lasting networks.

Research question 2: What guidance have activity facilitators offered to help participants transform

their intercultural competence?

Facilitators play a pivotal role in supporting learners’ intercultural competence transformation by
creating and sustaining a learning environment that is both physically and psychologically safe, as well
as dialogic. In this non-formal language learning activity, facilitators are not merely providers of
linguistic knowledge but also mediators of cultural meaning and emotional support. By fostering an
atmosphere of mutual respect, openness, and encouragement, they enable participants to take intellectual
and interpersonal risks such as expressing personal experiences, asking questions about cultural norms,
or reflecting on their own assumptions without fear of judgment or failure. This kind of environment is
particularly crucial for the adult learners, especially many of whom are in a vulnerable state as they face
challenges ranging from language barriers to social isolation, while navigating complex emotional and

cultural adjustments after migration. (Jonsson-Lanevska, 2005).
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Facilitators’ support for the meaning-making process is also evident in their use of a wide range of
multimodal instruction strategies. These include drawing pictures to visualize abstract concepts, sharing
personal or culturally relevant stories to contextualize new vocabulary or cultural phenomena,
employing body language and gestures to reinforce comprehension, and flexibly switching between
Swedish and English when necessary. Such strategies serve as scaffolding tools that help bridge the gap
between participants’ current levels of understanding and the cognitive or cultural demands of the
learning material, effectively activating the learners’ ZPD (Vygotsky, 1978). They also mirror the
reflective prompts found in transformative learning environments, where facilitators help learners to
guestion pre-exist assumptions and develop new perspectives (Mezirow, 1991). By making content
more accessible and culturally situated, these approaches allow learners to engage more deeply with the

learning materials that might otherwise remain inaccessible due to linguistic or conceptual limitations.

Moreover, facilitators model intercultural openness and empathy in their own communication styles,
thereby reinforcing key dispositions associated with intercultural competence (Byram, 1997). Through
their interactions, they help learners navigate not only language but also the nuances of Swedish cultural
norms and social expectations, supporting the gradual development of both communicative and
intercultural awareness. In this sense, the facilitators are instrumental in guiding participants through a
process of transformation that extends beyond language acquisition to include broader shifts in
perspective, self-understanding, and social integration.

In addition to the clear benefits of facilitator support, the data also reveal a more complex dimension of
this assistance. Sofia, for instance, expressed feelings of confusion following a cultural explanation
provided by one of the facilitators. During a discussion on dating culture in Sweden, the facilitator, Mary,
explained that Swedes typically take a slow approach to relationships, preferring to get to know someone
well before progressing to physical expressions of affection such as holding hands. However, Sofia’s
personal experience with her Swedish husband, as well as stories she had heard from friends,
contradicted this portrayal, leading to a sense of uncertainty. On the one hand, this contradiction
prompted critical reflection on cultural generalizations, which can be a valuable component in the guided
transformative learning process. On the other hand, it highlights a potential risk when facilitators rely
heavily on personal experiences, anecdotal evidence, or generalized cultural narratives. While such input
can be informative, it may also inadvertently reinforce stereotypes or overlook the diversity and evolving
nature of cultural practices. As previous literature has cautioned (Liddicoat, 2008; Ros i Solé& 2003),
overemphasizing the authority of instructors or facilitators in intercultural learning environment can
limit learners’ agency and lead to oversimplified understandings of complex cultural dynamics.
Therefore, it is essential that learners are encouraged to view facilitators’ explanations as reference

points rather than absolute truths, underscoring their active role as meaning-makers in the learning
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process. Emphasizing critical thinking and multiple perspectives helps ensure that non-formal learning

environments remain open, nuanced, and reflective of both individual and societal diversity.

Another limitation in terms of the facilitator’ guidance is the lack of systematically embedded
opportunities to promote mutual cultural exchange among participants. While the primary objective of
the sessions was to support Swedish language learning, the facilitators did not incorporate elements that
could facilitate meaningful sharing of cultural perspectives, such as guided intercultural dialogues,
participant storytelling, or thematic discussions. Drawing from my own experience participating in the
activity in the past, | observed that facilitators occasionally attempted to initiate broader cultural
conversations. For instance, after reading an article on kré&ftskiva (the traditional Swedish crayfish party),
facilitators encouraged participants to reflect on whether crayfish was eaten in their home countries,
how it was typically prepared, and whether similar food-related festivals existed in their cultures. Such
prompts did create openings for intercultural dialogue, but they were not a regular or integral part of the
sessions and were largely dependent on the facilitators’ initiative and the participants’ language

proficiency or confidence to engage.

This limited focus on structured cultural exchange contrasts with the potential highlighted in J&nsson-
Lanevska’s (2005) study, which emphasizes the role of public libraries in not only supporting language
acquisition but also fostering intercultural understanding through intentional, community-oriented
activities. Her work illustrates how non-formal settings like libraries can serve as important sites for
bridging cultural differences when they actively create space for dialogue and interactive learning. In
this light, incorporating more deliberate and sustained opportunities for cultural sharing within non-
formal language learning activities could significantly enhance both linguistic development and the

cultivation of intercultural competence.
Research question 3: What types of cultural content are utilized in the learning materials?

The cultural content used in the activity fell into two main categories: cultural facts (e.g., holidays,
traditions, history) and behavioral norms (e.g., dating etiquette, punctuality, public interaction). These
materials served not only as linguistic texts but also as catalysts for intercultural reflection, helping

participants to bridge the gap between language learning and cultural understanding.

When talking about learning content in non-formal settings, Andersson & Andersson (2005) pointed out
the importance of the content being authentic and meaningful, implying real-world experiences that
make the content more relevant and actively engage learners in their own meaning-making. Articles
from sources like Easy Swedish were all grounded in real life in Sweden, served as valuable cultural
learning tools within the activity, introducing participants to a variety of Swedish traditions and social
practices, such as fettisdagen, the Nobel Prize, and majblommor. These articles provided more than just

vocabulary or reading exercises; they offered a window into the symbolic and cultural fabric of Swedish
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society. Participants responded positively to this content, expressing that they had “learnt cultural things
about Sweden” and appreciated understanding “what people talk about” in everyday local contexts. Such
responses suggest that learners found these cultural narratives not only informative but also personally
meaningful, helping them to decode social references and participate more confidently in conversations

in the new environment.

This finding aligns with arguments made by scholars such as Starkey (2007) and Liddicoat (2008), who
contend that effective cultural learning must move beyond superficial or tokenistic content such as food,
festivals, or national symbols, and instead engage learners in deeper reflections on the values, behaviors,
and social expectations that shape everyday life. By embedding language instruction within authentic
cultural contexts, the materials used in this activity supported learners in developing both linguistic
proficiency and cultural awareness. These cultural insights, when connected to learners’ own
experiences and followed by facilitated discussion or reflection, can stimulate critical reflection and
contribute to the development of intercultural competence. In this way, the integration of culturally rich
content, even in simplified language, plays a crucial role in helping learners understand not only how
the language system works, but also how it is used to express, negotiate, and interpret meaning in a

specific cultural setting.

Moreover, behavioral norms embedded in materials, such as how Swedes typically split the bill on dates
or the importance of punctuality, offered learners not only practical tools for navigating everyday social
situations but also valuable insights into underlying cultural values, for example gender equality and
individualism. These culturally specific behaviors, when introduced through simplified texts or group
discussions, often served as entry points for both factual learning and deeper, critical reflection. For
example, the topic of punctuality prompted Linda to reflect on her own cultural assumptions about time
and social etiquette. She shared how, prior to the activity, she did not consider punctuality to be
particularly significant, but after learning about its importance in Swedish culture and observing how

seriously it is taken in various contexts, she began adjusting her own habits accordingly.

This kind of response illustrates how exposure to behavioral norms through language learning can move
beyond surface-level understanding to stimulate premise reflection, a core element in transformative
learning theory. Rather than simply adopting new behaviors for the sake of conformity, learners like
Linda begin to question and reassess their own culturally rooted assumptions, leading to genuine shifts
in perspective and intentional changes in behavior. Such transformations are critical for developing
intercultural competence, as they enable individuals not only to understand and respect cultural
differences, but also to adapt thoughtfully and authentically in intercultural interactions. This
underscores the importance of integrating culturally relevant behavioral content into non-formal

language learning activities, as a way to support both linguistic development and intercultural growth.
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Through discussion and facilitator mediation, cultural content was not merely consumed, but re-
contextualized and interpreted, fulfilling GTL’s goal of using content as a medium for guided
transformation. While the materials centered primarily on Swedish culture, supporting integration into
the host society, they lacked structured inclusion of peer cultures, missing opportunities for mutual
intercultural learning among participants. This echoes critiques in the literature (Lee, 2015; Ros i Sol&é
2003) regarding cultural content being overly centered on dominant cultural narratives rather than

broader cultural perspectives.
Other findings

The facilitators’ testimonies further underscored the long-standing significance of non-formal education
in Sweden, particularly in the area of language and cultural learning. Anna described an ongoing
collaborative project between local libraries and Komvux (the municipal adult education system), which
is also the main support for this activity. This collaboration reflects a broader national commitment to
supporting adult learners beyond the boundaries of formal learning settings. Through this project,
libraries receive funding to purchase relevant materials, for example, books in |&tl&st (easy-to-read)
Swedish, and to organize a variety of language-supportive activities. These include language cafés, book
clubs, and film discussions in easy Swedish, all designed to promote language development in non-

formal contexts.

The facilitators’ involvement in this initiative illustrates not only their professional dedication but also
the institutional prioritization of Swedish learners within public library services. As Anna noted,
Swedish learners are considered a “priority group” for libraries, affirming the recognition of their needs
within the non-formal education landscape. Although the facilitators could not recall the exact origins
of the activity, it appears that it emerged organically from the facilitators’ engagement in the broader
project of non-formal adult learning. The initiative highlights the flexible, learner-centered nature of
non-formal learning environments, where practitioners respond directly to community demands rather
than adhering to rigid curricula. By facilitating opportunities for interaction, reflection, and community
engagement, these non-formal settings play a vital role in supporting adult learners’ linguistic and

intercultural development.

A notable unexpected finding from the research was that facilitators themselves experienced
intercultural learning, despite initially viewing their role as guides in the participants’ development.
Through interactions with participants, facilitators began to recognize aspects of Swedish culture they
had previously taken for granted. As Mary expressed, certain norms and routines only became visible
when they were asked about and had to be explained to the participants. This reflective awakening
parallels the kind of perspective transformation described in transformative learning theory (Mezirow,

1997), suggesting that non-formal language learning spaces are not only transformative for learners but
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can also serve as sites of reflective growth for facilitators. While previous literature acknowledges
mutual learning in intercultural contexts (e.g., Guly& & D&, 2022), the depth of facilitators’ reflection
in this case points to a more reciprocal and emergent dynamic than typically emphasized.

Besides the facilitators’ development, the study also uncovers the evolving nature of the activity itself.
The original intention was to support reading comprehension through guided explanation of vocabulary
and grammar. However, over time, the activity transformed into a space for cultural reflection.
Facilitators described this evolution as unplanned but natural: “That was maybe not our initial idea, but
1 think that’s how it evolved.” This shift highlights the adaptive potential of non-formal settings, where
learning goals are co-constructed rather than predefined, allowing participants’ interests, needs, and
guestions to reshape the content. While flexibility is a known feature of non-formal education (Lafraya,
2011), this study illustrates how such openness enables the spontaneous emergence of cultural themes

that deepen both language and intercultural learning in unanticipated ways.

These unexpected findings reveal the rich and layered nature of non-formal language learning
environments. They also extend the GTL framework by illustrating that transformation can occur across
multiple roles, that learning program structures can adapt in real-time, and that horizontal intercultural

learning may require more intentional facilitation than previously assumed.
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Chapter 8 Conclusion

This study explored how a non-formal Swedish-language learning activity organized by a city library in
Sweden fosters intercultural competence among participants, who are also migrants to Sweden. Through
a qualitative case study grounded in the guided transformative learning (GTL) framework, the research
demonstrated that participants perceived transformations in their intercultural competence through
confronting challenges (e.g., language barriers, cultural puzzles, social networking desire), engaging in
critical reflection and peer interaction, and receiving guidance from facilitators. The activity’s cultural
content, combined with a supportive learning environment, enabled participants to acquire cultural
knowledge, adjust attitudes, and adapt behaviors, aligning with the transformative learning process.
Facilitators played a pivotal role by scaffolding understanding through meaning-making assistance,
fostering a physically and psychologically safe learning environment, and adapting content to learners’

needs.

8.1 Significance and implications
The findings of the study carry important theoretical, practical, and policy-related implications.

Theoretically, the development and application of the guided transformative learning (GTL) framework
contributes to a deeper understanding of how intercultural competence develops in non-formal
educational settings. By integrating perspectives from Mezirow’s transformative learning theory and
Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development, the study offers a nuanced account of how adult learners
engage in meaning-making, reflection, and adaptation through peer interaction and facilitator support.
This theoretical contribution extends current models of intercultural learning by emphasizing the

dynamic interplay between individual transformation and collaborative learning in non-formal contexts.

Practically, the study underscores the critical role of libraries and community organizations as inclusive,
learner-centered spaces for language education and intercultural competence development. It
demonstrates how such non-formal settings can serve as important opportunities for personal growth,
particularly in supporting adult migrants who face linguistic, cultural, and social barriers in a new
cultural environment. By leveraging culturally embedded content, dialogic learning environments, and
peer interaction, these programs foster not only language acquisition but also social connection and
intercultural understanding, which are elements essential for meaningful transformation in intercultural
competence. It also highlights the potential for fostering deeper intercultural understanding among

participants from diverse cultural backgrounds by incorporating more intentionally designed interaction
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prompts. Rather than focusing solely on developing intercultural competence in relation to the target
culture (in this case Swedish), such prompts could encourage reciprocal cultural exchange and reflection,
allowing learners to explore and appreciate a wider range of cultural perspectives within the
multicultural group. This approach not only enriches the learning experience but also supports the
development of mutual understanding and intercultural competence in a more holistic and inclusive

manner.

For policymakers, the research highlights the need to recognize and invest in non-formal learning
initiatives as part of broader strategies to promote social cohesion and equitable integration. Supporting
libraries and similar organizations in delivering accessible, culturally responsive programs can enhance
the inclusivity and sustainability of integration efforts. Such investments align with international goals
for inclusive education and social inclusion, and have the potential to empower individuals while

strengthening communities.

8.2 Limitations and recommendations for further research
While this study provides meaningful insights into how non-formal language learning activities can
support the development of intercultural competence, several limitations must be acknowledged.

To begin with, this is a small-scale, single-case study focused on one language learning activity
organized by a public library in Sweden. While recognizing the advantages of case studies, we should
also beware the limitations in generalizability and subjectivity of this research method (Atkins &
Wallace, 2012). With only three participant interviews and input from two facilitators, the findings may
not fully capture the diversity of experiences and the engagement ways across non-formal learning
settings. The focus on English-speaking participants in the interviews posed a further limitation on
understanding the experiences and perspectives of non-English-speaking migrants. As a result, the

generalizability of the findings is constrained.

In addition, the findings of the first research question were based on informants’ interview responses
and my observation, without assessing or measuring how the activity itself influenced participants’
intercultural competence. Since the participants were not in a controlled environment, the perceived
changes may also have resulted from other life experiences, making it difficult to isolate the specific
impact of the activity. The short research timeframe also restricted the study’s ability to assess the long-
term impact of the activity on participants’ intercultural competence development. While participant
reflections indicated transformative learning processes, such as shifts in perspectives and increased
awareness of Swedish cultural norms, it remains unclear whether these changes are sustained over time
or to what extent they help them in intercultural encounters. Longitudinal studies that follow learners

across months or years could offer deeper insights into how their intercultural competence evolves and
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how it influences their broader life trajectories, including social, educational, and professional
integration into the society.

Lastly, the data primarily reflected cultural learning related to the host culture, that is, Swedish culture
due to the focus of the activity and the nature of participants’ responses, which deviates from my initial
intent to explore intercultural competence development in a broader sense. This reflects the practical
emphasis of the sessions on supporting integration into Swedish society and aligns with participants’
immediate language learning goals. However, this focus limited the extent to which the study could
examine mutual cultural exchange among participants from diverse backgrounds. While such exchanges

may have occurred informally, they were not strongly evidenced in the data.

Building on the limitations outlined above, there are several directions for future research to deepen and
broaden our understanding of this topic. Future studies should consider adopting larger-scale, multi-
activity designs that encompass a variety of non-formal learning contexts, such as language cafés,
community centers, and civic associations, across different geographic locations. This would allow
researchers to capture a wider range of learner experiences and contextual influences, enhancing the
generalizability and comparative value of the findings. In addition, longitudinal research that tracks
participants over extended periods of time could also be valuable. By following learners beyond the
immediate learning activity, future studies could assess the sustainability of transformative learning
outcomes and their influence on participants’ language development, intercultural engagement, and
social integration in real life. Such research could also explore how participants’ perceptions and

behaviors evolve as they continue interacting with new cultural environments.

To better capture the reciprocal and dialogic dimensions of intercultural competence development,
future research could also incorporate intentional strategies into the design of non-formal activities to
promote intercultural exchange. These might include peer-led cultural storytelling sessions, structured
cultural interviews, or discussions on comparative values and traditions. This would enable researchers
to examine how intercultural competence develops not only in relation to the host culture but also
through meaningful interactions among learners from diverse backgrounds, providing insight into how
facilitators can better support and scaffold intercultural competence transformation within multicultural

groups.

Finally, given the growth of digital platforms and Al tools in language learning, future studies should
explore how digital or Al tools could be used in non-formal learning settings to foster intercultural
competence. Investigating the role of technology in enhancing accessibility, peer interaction, and
cultural exchange would be particularly relevant in reaching diverse learner populations, including those

in rural or underserved communities.
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8.3 Sustainability statement

Sustainable development is not only about the environment, but also about the economy and society
(Giddings et al., 2002). The SDGs outlined by the United Nations call for actions “to end poverty, protect
the planet, and ensure that by 2030 all people enjoy peace and prosperity” (United Nations, 2015). There
are 17 goals in total, addressing environmental, economic, and social dimensions. This study offers
meaningful insights for public and social organizations in designing and implementing non-formal
learning activities to transform intercultural competence, aligning with the goals of sustainable
development.

By emphasizing the potential of non-formal language learning initiatives as dynamic platforms for
intercultural competence development, the research promotes lifelong learning opportunities and
inclusive education practices, thus contributing to SDG 4 (ensure inclusive and equitable quality
education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all). To be more specific, it aligns with target
4.7:

By 2030, ensure that all learners acquire the knowledge and skills needed to promote
sustainable development, including, among others, through education for sustainable
development and sustainable lifestyles, human rights, gender equality, promotion of a culture
of peace and non-violence, global citizenship and appreciation of cultural diversity and of
culture’s contribution to sustainable development.

(United Nations, 2023)

Additionally, it supports SDG 10 (reduce inequality within and among countries) by supporting
equitable access to cultural exchange and enhancing social cohesion across diverse cultural backgrounds,

especially target 10.2 and 10.7:

10.2 By 2030, empower and promote the social, economic and political inclusion of all,
irrespective of age, sex, disability, race, ethnicity, origin, religion or economic or other status.

10.7 Facilitate orderly, safe, regular and responsible migration and mobility of people,
including through the implementation of planned and well-managed migration policies.
(United Nations, 2023)
The library-based activity offers an inclusive space where individuals from varied cultural and socio-
economic contexts gather together, engage in dialogue, and build social networks. In doing so, it
empowers participants to participate more confidently in their new communities. While the study does
not directly address migration policy, it highlights how public support in the post-migration phase
through accessible, community-based learning opportunities can play a crucial role in integration. By
helping migrants understand and navigate the cultural landscape of their host country, initiatives like

this contribute to more responsible and sustainable approaches to migration and mobility.
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The project is about the effects of non-formal language learning activities in promoting migrants’
intercultural competence. The project aims to answer the research question: How does non-formal
Swedish-language learning activity transform participants’ intercultural competence? Participation in
the study, where interviews will take place and be recorded, is voluntary, and you can choose to cancel
your participation at any time. All material in the study will be handled confidentially and will not be

disseminated to anyone other than my supervisor and examiner in the essay course.
Chengyashu Huang (student)
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o I give my consent to participate in the study where audio recording of interviews will take place
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Appendix 2 Interview guide

Introduction

Thank you for participating in this interview. The aim of this research is to understand how non-formal
Swedish learning activities help improve participants’ intercultural competence. Your insights will help
provide a deeper understanding of this topic. I will not evaluate your answers as right or wrong, good or
bad. I have written a few points that can lead our discussion, but it is your descriptions that primarily
lead the conversation. | may write down something that | need to remember, but you are free to bring

up what feels important.

This interview will take approximately 30-40 minutes. Your responses will remain confidential, and you

can skip any questions you feel uncomfortable with.
For activity facilitators (2 facilitators in group interview)

1. Can you tell me a little about yourself? (Your background, how long you have been facilitating this
activity, etc.)

2. What was the initial purpose of organizing this activity?

3. How is this activity different from Swedish learning courses, for example “SFI”, or other Swedish
learning activities, for example, Spr&kcafe?

4. Can you describe how you prepare for each session of the activity (including how you choose the
learning material)?

5. From your experience, how do participants respond to the cultural aspects of these learning activities?

6. What do you think are the features and needs of the participants, and how do those features and
needs influenced your preparation for the activity?

7. Can you describe how the activity goes and what do you usually do during the activity?

8. What do you think are the challenges/difficulties of facilitating this activity?

9. How do you deal with the challenges/difficulties?
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10.

11.

12.
13.

Have you tried to incorporate some methods or strategies while dealing with the
challenges/difficulties?

Can you share an example of how you’ve helped participants overcome cultural misunderstandings
or challenges during the activities?

Is there anything else that you want to share in your experience of facilitating this activity?

How do you want to improve the activity (regarding to the cultural aspect)?

For participants (3 individuals)

10.
11.
12.
13.

Can you tell me a little about yourself? (Age, occupation, education, country of origin, etc.)

How long have you been in Sweden and when did you start learning Swedish?

What’s your level of Swedish? Can you describe your Swedish learning experiences? (e.g., SFl,
Spr&kcafe, etc.)

What motivated you to participate in this activity, and how many times have you participated in it?
What do you think is the difference between this activity and other Swedish learning activities you
have tried?

In what way do you think learning Swedish in this activity is different from learning by yourself?
How do you get along with other participants in this activity? Have you made any friends here?
Can you describe how you interact with them?

Have you ever experienced a situation where you feel difficult to interact with or understand others
in this activity?

How does participating in this activity help you to understand cultural differences (Swedish culture
or any other cultures)?

How has this activity changed the way you perceive other cultures?

How has this activity helped you interact better with people from different cultures?

Is there anything else that you want to share in your experience of participating in this activity?

Can you describe your ideal Swedish learning activity?

77 (82)



