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Abstract

This paper addresses visual literacy as a crucial competence for fostering intercultural literacy and engagement in intercultural dialogue. Visual literacy has been defined as a combination of skills needed to interpret the meaning of images, their impact on audiences and the abilities to ascertain the latent reasons behind the making of images (Villamizar 2018). In the visual world, in which modern societies are immersed, individuals need to develop the skills to enable a critical reading of the ‘vocabulary’ (content) and ‘grammar’ (composition) of images (Corbett, 2003) they are constantly flooded with to fully understand and appreciate the underlying meaning of visual representations of their own culture and other cultures, as well as the people belonging to different cultural groups.
Visual and intercultural literacy emerge as two strongly intertwined entities, since the latter entails “the skills necessary to help one ‘read’ cultural events and activities’ (Kumaravadivelu, 2003, p. 274) in a variety of media and multimedia formats in one’s own culture and other cultures; to reflect on them critically in light of one’s own previous knowledge, experiences and perspectives” (Pegrum 2008, p. 137). 
[bookmark: _Hlk35901472]The Council of Europe’s Autobiography of Intercultural Encounters through Visual Media (AIEVM) (Barrett et al., 2013) has been designed to promote interculturality through the reflection on the other as somebody portrayed in a variety of visual formats. By analysing image-based AIEVMs produced by 18 adult learners of English in two contexts - featuring explicit intercultural training prior to AIEVM completion vs. use of the AIEVM without previous intercultural teaching - the present study examines the impact of pertinent intercultural training in the development of visual and intercultural competences. Results suggest heightened levels of cultural metacognition and critical thinking in the former context. Results for both groups also disclose the development of a powerful sense of self-discovery and empathy toward alterity, induced by the commonalities detected between the respondents themselves and the individuals depicted in the visuals. Similarly, both groups exhibit an insightful grasp of the deliberate use of images by the media. Overall, implementing the AIEVM seems to narrow the gap between the intercultural awareness discerned in both contexts, yet the dissimilar conceptual depth of the narratives produced corroborates the value of prior intercultural learning.  
The paper concludes with a critical overview of the potential of the AIEVM with implications for implementing it globally, comprising prospective courses of action to supplement this instrument to sharpen users’ visual literacy and boost deeper intercultural reflection.
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Introduction

The power of visuals resides in their ability to express complex ideas through images. Indeed, cognitive research has proved that concepts expressed through images are processed quicker than through words and remain in our long-term memory more effectively (Avgerinou & Pettersson, 2011; Baker, 2015). 
Whilst individuals born from the late 1970s onwards live in a visually saturated environment and are avid consumers of visuals, they do not seem to be intuitively adept at critical engagement with images (Ervine, 2016). While young learners’ education does strongly rely on visual literacy (hereafter VL) (Wiseman et al., 2016), a progressive educational shift to alphabetic or textual literacy occurs at subsequent stages. In higher education, research indicates that students are indeed passive consumers of visuals (Kędra, 2018) who either lack visual literacy skills (Blummer, 2015; Takaya, 2016), present an inconsistent approach to image evaluation, or “tend to exhibit less comfort and skill with observing, interpreting, analyzing, and discussing visual information than they do with textual information” despite regularly using visuals in their academic environment (Hattwig et al., 2013, p. 65).
[bookmark: _GoBack]In response to this situation, experts defend explicit VL instruction in higher education. Institutions and organizations, such as the American Library Association (2011), have put forward proposals, like the ACRL [Association of College & Research Libraries] Visual Literacy Competency Standards for Higher Education, which emphasise the relevance of developing abilities like locating and accessing images, interpreting and analysing the meaning of visuals, assessing their sources, using visuals effectively, or designing meaningful images. This paper addresses visual literacy and its interconnection with intercultural literacy (Arizpe et al., 2014; Diehl & Prins, 2008; Pegrum, 2008), the cornerstones on which the Autobiography of Intercultural Encounters through Visual Media is grounded. The sections below contain an overview of the conceptualisation of visual literacy and intercultural literacy, followed by a discussion of the relationship between the AIEVM and these two paradigms. A study on the AIEVM as an activator of both literacies, which was carried out in two different teaching contexts, is then presented. The paper ends with an extension proposal to supplement, further the scope of and capitalise on the AIEVM.	Comment by Usuario: What do these stand for?	Comment by M M G: The title of the publication uses only the acronym. We have added what it stands for in squared brackets.


Visual literacy

In an increasingly image rich world, visual literacy has grown into a critical 21st century competency, particularly, although not exclusively, in regards to digital technology and digital literacy development (Ervine, 2016; Hattwig et al., 2013), and, as a result, has contributed to the marked shift from print literacy towards multiliteracies or multimodal literacies; likewise, VL has become an essential domain for critical thinking (Arizpe et al., 2014; Blummer, 2015; Bowen, 2017; Pegrum, 2008). 
A cluster of skills of a sensory nature, VL or visuacy (Avgerinou & Pettersson, 2011) mainly relies on cognition – as it comprises cognitive processes (i.e. visualising, thinking, imagining, inferring and constructing meaning) –, but also draws on the dedication required to discern the complex composite of emotions, feelings and attitudes conveyed by images (Avgerinou & Pettersson, 2011; Newfield, 2011). 
In a clear parallelism between VL and language development, VL has been described as the capacity to discover the world rather than the word (Takaya, 2016), the ability to critically read/decode/interpret and write/encode/create visual statements/arguments through one’s own visual grammar and vocabulary  (Avgerinou & Pettersson, 2011; Bowen, 2017; Corbett, 2003) and the capability to “translate from visual language to verbal language and vice versa” (Debes, 1969, p. 27; Kędra, 2018). 
Both visual grammar and vocabulary allow audiences to understand how images are rendered and constructed. At the core of visual vocabulary, the content of images or what they represent in terms of denotations and connotations, one finds components such as point, line, shapes, forms, space, texture, light/lighting, colour, or motion, while perspectives, top-down or left-right imagistic structure, create visual grammar constituents that convey relationships among people or between people and other elements portrayed, body language becoming a crucial factor here (Avgerinou & Pettersson, 2011; Blummer, 2015; Corbett, 2003; Kędra, 2018).
Interpreting images, objects, graphical representations, or actions is essentially a sense-making process where receivers construct meaning out “of anything visual, from paintings or drawings to sophisticated graphs and digitally created animations” (Villamizar, 2018, p. 8) by identifying important information through an analysis of both present and omitted elements in an image (Hattwig et al., 2013), positioning visuals in their social, cultural and historical context, distinguishing their aesthetic and technical aspects, gauging accompanying textual information and validating this interpretation through dialogue with others (American Library Association, 2011). VL also entails evaluating the impact of visuals on audiences and the skills to discuss the underlying reasons behind the making of images (Villamizar, 2018), assess the accuracy and reliability of image sources, recognise persuasive techniques and their effect on image interpretation (American Library Association, 2011), and resist misinformation and manipulation by raising awareness of individuals’ “roles as cultural consumers” (Blummer, 2015, p. 12).
Visuals are frequently regarded as complimentary to text (Baker, 2015; Villamizar, 2018). In fact, in the field of English language teaching in higher education, studies have revealed that the use of images aims to support words rather than hone students’ visual literacy, yielding a teaching ‘through images’ rather that ‘about images’ approach (Villamizar, 2018). Research also points to the tendency for students to produce superficial analyses of images such as advertisements, failing, for instance, to recognise famous figures and their contributions to global culture unless they are encouraged to embark on an information discovery process (Takaya, 2016).
Sharpening higher-order thinking skills is frequently tied to VL (Bowen, 2017; Moodley, 2013). In-service teacher education research corroborates the relevance of teachers’ formulation of questions to guide students’ VL development, although these constitute predominantly low-level cognitive questions to elicit factual information; it is only through explicit training and intervention that teachers acquire the jargon of visuals and are able to verbalise middle-order and high-order cognitive questions (Moodley, 2013).
VL propels the comprehension of explicit and implicit meanings (Baker, 2015) as well as the functions of visuals in communication and representation by fostering a critical interpretation of images, heightening cognitive skills, raising awareness of visual misinformation, misrepresentation and manipulation, enhancing aesthetic awareness (Newfield, 2011) and technical appreciation of visual arts and images, and boosting an affective bond with the images. These visual reading skills constitute the gateway to visual writing skills – which enable a creative and effective form of communication through image production and visual creation – and applied image use (Hattwig et al., 2013; Kędra, 2018), both of which are contingent on interpretation of the intended and persuasive meaning of images (Bowen, 2017).

The intersection between visual and intercultural literacy
Intercultural literacy (IL), grounded on the intercultural competence paradigm (Byram, 1997), combines the abilities to interpret and reflect critically on events from an individual’s cultural background and other cultures presented, among others, in visual formats (Pegrum, 2008). Thus, visual and intercultural literacy converge in their orientation towards critical thinking and critical pedagogies. 
Intercultural competence/literacy considers individuals as agents in the construction of a set of complex and hybrid identities (Arizpe et al., 2014) in a dynamic process, where self-awareness acts as a driving-force which encourages these individuals to get to know, discover and interpret their own cultures and otherness/other cultures with a critical and empathetic mindset. By questioning the impact images have on individuals’ thinking, visuals and VL development have the potential to assist receivers by broadening their views of the world with fresh perspectives and by encouraging them to question existing conventions (Bowen, 2017), spurring personal changes and the surfacing of transcultural or global identities (Diehl & Prins, 2008) and skills. 
The discipline of language teaching has been linked to multicultural literacies, in particular, visual and intercultural literacy, as the transformational potential of language learning (Pegrum, 2008) dwells in the iterative interaction established between students’ own and other cultures as portrayed through texts, written and oral, digital and so on, involving any semiotic means and resources including visuals. This is why perspective-taking is a commonly agreed upon goal for language learning (Baker, 2015). For instance, in the language classroom, foreign films, functioning as exceptional settings used to enhance VL and IL, facilitate encounters with the distant other, otherness and other ‘cultural discourses’, and interweave considerations about context, language and culture (Pegrum, 2008). Through the scope of migration, teaching using a set of visual strategies and materials, in combination with textual annotations, has proved to be beneficial for intercultural thinking (Arizpe et al., 2014). In contrast, without guidance and prior VL training, the analysis of images in communication courses results in students’ lack of “depth of visual comprehension” and failure to comprehend the impact visuals have on their worldviews (Bowen, 2017, p. 12). Accordingly, the aspiration to enhance multiculturalism and broaden students’ world view through VL goes beyond language and teacher education, permeating areas such as design and communication (Blummer, 2015).
Compared to verbal language, images convey the impression of “a powerful sense of ‘reality’, ‘truth’ and ‘evidence’” (Newfield, 2011, p. 82), which furthers a cognitive appraisal, but also the formation of affective ties with the people (and actions) portrayed. However, unless accompanied by written or oral texts, or incorporating attached captions, Barthes’ (1977) process of ‘anchorage’, visuals are ambiguous and open to interpretation in consonance with the viewers’ previous knowledge and experiences, albeit “few realize that what they think they see in pictures depends on what they expect to see in them” (Avgerinou & Pettersson, 2011, p. 7). Coupled with the existence of ‘shared cultural image literacy’, the ability to identify globally shared and understood images, VL is culture specific and largely embraces the development of ‘cultural image literacy’ to respond to culturally situated meanings (Corbett, 2003) and culturally significant images (Avgerinou & Pettersson, 2011; Kędra, 2018). Consequently, visuals are coded and interpreted through the receiver’s personal prism, invariably shaped by their community worldview, and spark a constant process of intercultural reflection. An intercultural approach “demands skills of observation, interpretation and critical cultural awareness” and VL becomes a vital tool to explore individuals’ own and other cultures (Corbett, 2003, p. 165), reconsider different ways of looking at the world, and acknowledge the prevalence of the viewer’s own standpoints and ideas in reading visuals (Bowen, 2017).
But visualising intercultural literacy (Arizpe et al., 2014) is not free from controversy. First, consciousness needs to be raised in regards to the social, economic, legal and ethical issues of visual media and image production, including copyright, intellectual property, image censorship, privacy, and honest use of visuals (American Library Association, 2011). Second, implementing visual intercultural approaches of a personal nature with migrants or other vulnerable sectors of the population, who may have undergone trauma, or who want to keep their experiences private, may be counterproductive, and could result in their alienation rather than inclusion (Arizpe et al., 2014).
Against this backdrop, the following section analyses the Autobiography of Intercultural Encounters through Visual Media (Barrett et al., 2013) as a tool to enhance intercultural and visual literacy. 



Nurturing intercultural dialogue through reflection on the image of the other: The Autobiography of Intercultural Encounters through Visual Media

The Image of the Other: An Autobiography of Intercultural Encounters through Visual Media (AIEVM) (Barrett et al., 2013), like its precedent parallel instrument, the Autobiography of Intercultural Encounters (AIE), are the outcome of one of the Council of Europe’s initiatives to nurture intercultural dialogue. Both cultivate understanding through reflection on intercultural encounters, either personally experienced face-to-face interactions (the focus of the AIE) or mediated by visuals (AIEVM). 
The AIE and the AIEVM respond to the Council of Europe’s initiative to develop a Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (2001) inasmuch as Byram (2009, 2011) was invited to work on ways of assessing intercultural competence. In spite of this rationale, the AIE and the AIEVM are not tools for instructors or teachers to assess their students’ intercultural competence. They serve two main purposes (Byram et al., 2009), teaching and learning, and self-evaluation. As instruments for teaching and learning, they enable learning by stimulating reflection in formal educational contexts where teachers or other learners may act as the students’ mentors. As instruments for self-evaluation, the autobiographies assist users in analysing their behavior and responses to an intercultural encounter, and allow them to gain self-awareness; furthermore, writing different autobiographies over time facilitates self-assessment in a diachronical perspective. Given the very private nature of the stories narrated, confidentiality needs to be assured. This is why, in this second scenario, the AIE and the AIEVM may become private learning diaries if learners decide to keep their autobiographies confidential.
An intercultural encounter (IE) occurs when people meet difference in terms of group ascription or affiliation, such as linguistic, ethnic, regional, national, gender, class and others. The Autobiographies enable users to examine, in retrospect, an IE of their choice – be it a memorable positive encounter, a significantly bewildering or even negative experience – and scrutinize it following a set of prompting questions arranged into relevant categories. 
Visuals have become so ubiquitous that encounters with otherness are often mediated through images. At the intersection between visual and intercultural literacy, the AIEVM addresses these visually mediated encounters. Structured into 10 sections, it instigates a multilayered exploration and narrative account of visuals anchored on an analysis of image description and content interpretation, the feelings of the user and the people portrayed, reflection on communication, discovery of information, image production, awareness of similarities and differences, and drawing on past experiences as a springboard for future action (see Table 1):

	[bookmark: _Hlk54771971]The makeup of the AIEVM

	The image

	The contents of the image

	Your feelings

	The feelings of the other people

	Thinking about communication

	Same and different

	Thinking further about the image

	Thinking about the person or people who made the image

	Finding out more

	Thinking back and looking forward



Table 1. The makeup of the AIEVM (Barrett et al., 2013)

At the heart of the design and arrangement of these elements lies a four-component theoretical framework of intercultural competence common to both Autobiographies (see Table 2) whose first three domains encapsulate the attitudes, skills and the knowledge required of an interculturally competent person. The fourth realm is action orientation, the readiness to embark in positive action as a result of the IE itself or as a result of the reflection on the encounter triggered by the Autobiographies.
	[bookmark: _Hlk54772069]Intercultural Competence in the Council of Europe’s Autobiographies of Intercultural Encounters

	Attitudes 
and 
feelings
	· Acknowledgement of the identities of others 
· Respect for otherness
· Empathy
· Identification of negative and positive emotions and establishing a connection between emotions, attitudes and knowledge
· Tolerance for ambiguity

	Behaviour
	· Flexibility
· Sensitivity to ways of communicating

	Knowledge and skills
	· Knowledge about other people
· Discovering knowledge
· Interpreting and relating aspects and events through comparison with similar, familiar elements in one’s own environment
· Being critical
· Awareness of one’s own preconceptions, assumptions, prejudices and stereotypes

	Action orientation
	· Engaging in action taking as an outcome of the three previous dimensions



Table 2. Intercultural competence in the Council of Europe’s Autobiographies of Intercultural Encounters (Byram et al., 2009)
Conceptually, these four dimensions, and their subsets, underlie the different sections of the Autobiographies. Table 3 illustrates the theoretical indicators in the AIEVM:
	[bookmark: _Hlk54772285]Theoretical indicators in the AIEVM

	The image
	Visual media literacy

	The contents of the image
	Acknowledgement of identities
Possible identity markers

	Your feelings
	Respect for otherness

	The feelings of the other people
	Respect for otherness
Empathy

	Thinking about communication
	Knowledge
Communicative awareness
Behavioural flexibility

	Same and different
	Respect for otherness
Empathy 
Interpreting and relating
Tolerance for ambiguity

	Thinking further about the image
	Critical cultural awareness
Knowledge discovery
Visual media literacy

	Thinking about the person or people who made the image
	Visual and media literacy: media production and audiences whom media address

	Finding out more
	Critical cultural awareness
Awareness of knowledge discovery
Knowledge discovery
Action orientation

	Thinking back and looking forward
	Critical cultural awareness
Action orientation



[bookmark: _Hlk35559391]Table 3. Theoretical indicators in the AIEVM (Barrett et al., 2013)

The AIE has been extensively employed as a medium to raise awareness about intercultural development. In the UK, where it is implemented by the Open University to complement the Biography section of the European Language Portfolio (Council of Europe, n.d.), AIE users acknowledged an increased awareness of the impact of cultural experiences in their lives and worldview (Alvarez et al., 2009). The AIE has also been utilized as an awareness-raising tool in pre-service and in-service teacher training (Huber, 2012), as part of a procedure in international business studies and placements (Müller-Pelzer, 2011), and in Erasmus programmes and other study abroad environments. This tool has proved suitable, not only to teach, but also to assess current and future international students’ intercultural development in international communication courses (Golubeva & Guntersdorfer, 2017). In this context of mobility, the AIE has been consistently reported to further international students’ deep reflections on their IEs. Erdem Mete (2018) discovered that the AIE prompts a more detailed and critical description of a former Turkish international student account of their IE compared with the unguided rendering of the story. Similarly, an analysis of Indonesian teaching abroad returnees’ AIEs shows increased self-identification and acknowledgement of other’s identities, respect for otherness, empathetical attitudes, identification of emotions and tolerance for ambiguity (Andawi et al., 2019). 
The enhancement of students’ critical reflection and personal development through the AIE is also attested by Houghton (2014) and Méndez García (2016). Méndez García’s (2016) investigation of three Spanish post-graduate students’ AIEs attests that the AIE promotes the interrogation of fundamental intercultural elements – perceptions of alterity, attitudes/feelings/reactions when encountering otherness, and action taking – heightening users’ self-awareness as a consequence of this reflective space. In contrast, the superficial presence of components of intercultural competence has been identified in the AIEs produced by 20 Canadian youngsters that participated in a Canadian linguistic exchange (Ruest, 2020). Houghton (2014) engaged Japanese students in the exploration of their AIEs in two phases; a first stage of AIE completion and preparation of a visual representation of the IE, and a second stage consisting of students’ comparison and discussion of their AIE reports followed by the re-writing of their AIE and the design of a different visual representation. Houghton (2014) affirms that only the second phase produced profound intercultural questioning, a relevant fact for AIE facilitators, as unfamiliarity with this tool may fail to yield in-depth critical intercultural reflection in users’ first AIEs. Likewise, Porto and Byram (2015) and  Porto (2019c) embed 76 Argentinian students’ AIEs in a wider online project, incorporating a British university, on community and intercultural citizenship at tertiary level that delves into human rights violations during the 1978 World Football Cup. The opportunities the AIE furthers for meta-reflection materialise in students’ critical abilities to analyse the media, their transnational identification, and language awareness (including theories of language, the significance of accents in first and foreign language speech, and adaptation of speech in both languages to suit intercultural communication situations). Porto (2014, 2016, 2018) and  Porto & Yulita (2016) employed the AIE and the AIEVM (see below) as awareness-raising vehicles with Argentinian students to examine the image of the other as represented by the media in a broader online project in cooperation with a British university on The Malvinas War to stimulate intercultural and citizenship education in the foreign language classroom; the AIE is credited with triggering students’ knowledge development, language awareness and understanding of students’ plurilingual repertoires and practices, critical self-reflection, and honing vital skills for intercultural citizenship education (i.e. comparative interpretation, consciousness raising, critical cultural awareness, and reflexivity).
The scarcity of empirical investigations into the AIEVM is notable when compared to the AIE. Research that specifically looks into this instrument has been conducted by Svarstad (2016), Lindner & Méndez García (2014), Méndez García & Lindner (in press), Porto (2019a, 2019b, 2019c) and Porto & Yulita (2016). Research substantiates the significance of the AIEVM in its role in furthering the understanding of diversity and intercultural encounters in the light of processes such as othering, pigeonholing and stereotyping (Svarstad, 2016). Implemented in the context of collaborative online exchanges (Lindner & Méndez García, 2014), the pool of 23 German and Spanish undergraduate students’ AIEVMs manifests intercultural awareness and critical thinking about the implicit messages in visual media representation of otherness; compared with using the AIEVM individually, opportunities for multiperspectivity and working with this instrument were intensified through both the telecollaborative framework and tandem discussion and dialogue of each other’s AIEVM. The design of the AIEVM aided students in comprehending and re-examining their own cultural standpoints when examining the portrayal of otherness in visuals (Méndez García & Lindner, in press), facilitating their visual and intercultural competence (i.e., knowledge of other cultures,  respect for otherness, behavioral flexibility, skills of discovery and interaction, skills of interpreting and relating, critical cultural awareness, and action orientation). Porto (2019a, 2019b, 2019c) and Porto & Yulita  (2016) also opted for the AIEVM as an awareness-raising tool with 120 Argentinian students in the above-mentioned Malvinas War project. Results reveal that the compare-and-contrast make-up of the AIEVM challenged students’ assumptions, and prompted de-centring, perspective-taking, and the researching of skills/discovering of information (Porto & Yulita, 2016), and that the AIEVM contributes to quality education in the foreign language classroom in tertiary education. In particular, the ‘thinking further about the image’ section of the AIEVM sparks critical thinking about users’ influences and ‘manipulation of thought’ stemming from family, schooling and media; ‘your feelings/the feelings of other people’ trigger imaginative understanding of other people’s experiences and clear instances of de-centering; and ‘thinking back and looking forward’ lead to multifarious layers of identity identification, of which world or global citizenship stand out (Porto, 2019a).
So far, however, very little attention has been paid to the influence of prior intercultural training in the further development of visuacy and intercultural reflection through the use of AIEVM, or whether this instrument can be capitalised on to activate VL and IL in other adult learning contexts, issues that are addressed in the following study.

The AIEVM as an activator of visual and intercultural literacy
Methodology
Goals and research questions
The purpose of this paper is to examine the impact of prior intentional intercultural training in the development of VL and IL, as well as to gauge the benefits of implementing the AIEVM to produce visually and interculturally competent learners across various curricular areas whose language of instruction is a second or additional language.
This study is guided by the following research questions:
(1) To what extent are the components of IC (knowledge, skills, attitudes or action orientation) activated by the implementation of the AIEVM? 
(2) Is there evidence that the reflexivity brought about by the application of the AIEVM can lead to students’ VL development?

Participants’ profile

A total of 18 adult learners participated in this study, 4 males and 14 females of varying ages 20-29 (5), 30-39 (5), 40-49 (5) and 50 (1). Two of the participants did not indicate their ages. The participants were divided into two groups based on their prior training in intercultural competences:
· 8 students had previously enrolled in a 3-credit intercultural on-line master course delivered in English which had introduced the basics of visual literacy. These postgraduate students were included in the interculturally trained (ICT) group.
· 10 students had registered at an Official Language School and completed a 14-credit general English course. They had had no previous formal intercultural training and constituted the non-interculturally trained (NITC) group.

Both cohorts possess a good command of English and/or hold advanced-level certifications. Significantly, the professional and academic background of over eighty percent of the subjects in the study is related to art (1 museum guide), education (10 teachers and 3 student teachers) and social sciences (1 psychologist).
	The students who comprise the ICT group have a relatively homogeneous profile, all having or pursuing teaching careers. All but one student (ICT4) are Spanish and half of them are plurilingual, German and French being the most common additional languages (see Table 4). 

	[bookmark: _Hlk54772927]ICT student profiles

	
SUBJECT
	SEX
	AGE
	PROFESSION
	NATIONALITY
	MOTHER TONGUE(S)
	FOREIGN LANGUAGE(S)
SPOKEN

	ICT1
	F
	20s
	Student teacher
	Spanish
	Spanish
	English, French and German

	ICT2
	F
	30
	Teacher
	Spanish
	Spanish
	English and Italian

	ICT3
	F
	n/a
	Student teacher
	Spanish
	Spanish
	English

	ICT4
	F
	24
	Teacher
	Moroccan
	Berber, Arabic, French
	English, Spanish and German

	ICT5
	F
	28
	Teacher
	Spanish
	Spanish
	English

	ICT6
	M
	41
	Teacher
	Spanish
	Spanish
	English

	ICT7
	F
	37
	Teacher
	Spanish
	Spanish
	English

	ICT8
	F
	n/a
	Teacher
	Spanish
	Spanish
	English, French and German



Table 4. ICT student profiles


In contrast, the NICT group displays greater heterogeneity in terms of the professional categories and a broader age range of its members. However, Spanish is the first language for all of them and only a third of these students speak a second foreign language in addition to English (see Table 5).
	[bookmark: _Hlk54773096]NICT student profiles

	
SUBJECT
	SEX
	AGE
	PROFESSION
	NATIONALITY
	FOREIGN LANGUAGE(S)
SPOKEN

	NICT1
	F
	50
	Museum guide
	Spanish
	English and Portuguese

	NICT2
	F
	34
	Teacher
	Spanish
	English

	NICT3
	M
	42
	n/a
	Spanish
	English

	NICT4
	M
	45
	Teacher
	Spanish
	English

	NICT5
	F
	36
	Teacher
	Spanish
	English

	NICT6
	M
	44
	Office clerk
	Spanish
	English and French

	NICT7
	F
	29
	Psychologist
	Argentinian
	English

	NICT8
	F
	43
	n/a
	Spanish
	English

	NICT9
	F
	20
	Student teacher
	Spanish
	English

	NICT10
	F
	31
	Teacher
	Spanish
	English and French



Table 5. NICT student profiles


Procedure

Participants were instructed to bring to class (NITC) or to post on the virtual learning platform (ICT) a visual product of their choosing with only 2 requirements: 1) that it include human figures and 2) that it transmit a visual of what participants perceive as otherness: a different cultural manifestation, artistic expression, tradition or behaviour that they had found striking or unique when they first encountered it.
Subsequently, participants were asked to examine the images they had selected, using the questions contained in the AIEVM as a guide to refer back to their experience and conduct an exploration of the perceptible visual and socio-cultural aspects depicted. Based on this self-reflection, they were asked to produce written responses in English for each section of the AIEVM and were able to spend as much time on it as they deemed appropriate until the document was completed. The resulting eighteen texts were subsequently shared and discussed, either online (ITC) or onsite (NITC) and then collated and classified for analysis.

Data analysis

The preliminary screening of the participants’ AIEVMs revealed seventeen valid samples and one off-topic instance, produced by a NICT student who selected the photograph of an endangered Arctic animal species and wrote a narrative about the environmental sustainability of human activities.
Following a qualitative approach, the full text of the seventeen narratives, amounting to a combined length of 241 pages, was processed using Atlas.ti software. This allowed authors to extract quotations pertaining to 12 thematic categories and group them into two overarching groups: Visual literacy and Intercultural literacy. In addition, excerpts related to the participants' reflexivity and their ability to mediate visual works were collected. They are presented under separate headings in which the responses produced by the ICT and NICT groups are disaggregated in order to compare the quality and degree of insight noted in their respective AIEVMs.
To ensure inter-rater reliability, authors coded data individually and later compared their analyses until agreement was reached.

Results

The sources from which the visual works were obtained can be arranged into three principal categories: 1) television programmes, films and other audio-visual content from which video frames were captured; 2) unspecified websites, where photographs and illustrations were accessed; 3) digital news images (see Figure 1).

Figure 1. Overview of visuals chosen by the participants
[insert Figure 1. Overview of visuals chosen by participants]

Overall, a significant thematic dispersion is observed in the pool of images analysed. However, when disaggregated into the NICT and ICT student categories, the ICT group’s collective focus on three leading themes – the appreciation of traditions and cultural heritage such as Hindu wedding celebrations or American Thanksgiving feasts; the East-West divide, for instance the conceptualisation of money, poverty and social stratification in Indian society; and the role of women in Islamic societies – becomes apparent (see Table 6). 

Figure 2. Overview of topics identified within the visual works
[insert Figure 2. Topics identified]


Some of the topics identified by NICT participants can also be subsumed into the same three categories as the ICT students’, but others tackle subjects like technological development and political conflict, which are more loosely connected to IL (see Table 7). The greatest areas of concern among this cohort include core issues like migration, the economic gap between first and third-world countries, human rights, and disadvantaged groups in the labour market. It is noteworthy that only 20% of the examined visuals spotlight cultural references to the European continent, one contrasting cultural difference within Europe (NICT8) and the rest opposing European to Asian, Middle Eastern or American realities. Thus, the choice of ethnocultural groups portrayed in the images selected by NICT students suggests a conceptualisation of otherness either as geographical remoteness or perceived exoticism of the foreign culture. 
	[bookmark: _Hlk54773161]Issues identified by ICT students

	
Subject
	SEX
	AGE
	NATIONALITY
	MOTHER TONGUE(S)
	FOREIGN LANGUAGE(S)
SPOKEN
	COUNTRY(IES) / CCULTURE(S) INVOLVED
	CORE ISSUE(S) IDENTIFIED
	GENERAL TOPIC(S) ASSIGNED FOR CLASSIFICATION PURPOSES

	ICT1
	F
	20s
	Spanish
	Spanish
	English, French and German 
	India
	Keeping traditions. 
Marriage customs.
	Cultural heritage and traditions
East-West cultural divide

	ICT2
	F
	30
	Spanish
	Spanish
	English and Italian 
	USA and Spain
	Family gatherings. Gastronomy. Celebrities and social media. 
Cultural differences. 

	Cultural heritage and traditions


	ICT3
	F
	n/a
	Spanish
	Spanish
	English
	India
	Poverty.
	Developed and developing countries
East-West cultural divide

	ICT4
	F
	24
	Moroccan
	Berber, Arabic, French
	English, Spanish and German
	Turkey 
	Turkish culture.  
Working class people.
Gender differences.
	East-West cultural divide
Women in Islamic societies

	ICT5
	F
	28
	Spanish
	Spanish
	English
	USA 
	Racism. 
Social roles based on race.
	Human rights

	ICT6
	M
	41
	Spanish
	Spanish
	English
	
	Refugees being rescued from a shipwreck.
	Human rights
Migration

	ICT7
	F
	37
	Spanish
	Spanish
	English
	Middle East
	Western appearance of Aljazeera television hostess. 
Physical appearance of Arab women in influential posts.
	Women in Islamic societies

	ICT8
	F
	n/a
	Spanish
	Spanish
	English, French and German
	UK
	Brexit. 
Biased media coverage.
	Political conflict


Table 6. Specific issues identified by ICT students and their translation into general topics

ICT participants (Table 6), on the other hand, concentrate their analyses mainly on the socio-cultural context of culturally distant populations. Echoing the results obtained from NICT participants, Europe is also generally disregarded as a possible setting for cultural otherness with just over 10% of the sample mentioning European countries as sources of alterity. 


	[bookmark: _Hlk54773330]Issues identified by NICT students

	Subject
	COUNTRY(IES) / CULTURE(S) INVOLVED
	CORE ISSUES IDENTIFIED
	GENERAL TOPIC(S) ASSIGNED FOR CLASSIFICATION PURPOSES

	NICT1
	Germany and Egypt
	Islamic and Western women’s attires in sport competitions. 
Unfair precepts of Islam.
	Women in Islamic societies
East-West cultural divide
Religious conflict

	NICT2
	Sub-Saharan Africa
	Child exploitation in Africa. 
Children’s right to education. 
War over natural resources.
	Developed and developing countries
Human rights
Economic imperialism

	NICT3
	Turkey and Russia
	Assassination of Andrei Karlov, the Russian ambassador, in Turkey.  
Terrorism and ISIS.
	East-West cultural divide
Religious conflict

	NICT4
	Bangladesh  
	Multinationals, fair trade and exploitation of labour force for the clothing industry. 
Child labour in developing countries.
	Developed and developing countries
Human rights
Migration, fair trade and economic imperialism

	NICT5
	China
	Chinese technology and work ethic.
Preservation of wildlife.
	Technological development

	NICT6
	Honduras and USA
	American zero tolerance migration policies.
	Migration and economic imperialism

	NICT7
	India
	Cultural heritage and cultural differences. 
Folklore and exoticism. 
Hinduism.
	Cultural heritage and traditions
East-West cultural divide
Folklore and exoticism

	NICT8
	France and Spain
	French tourists’ mishap due to cultural misunderstanding. 
	Cultural heritage and traditions

	NICT9
	Mexico
	Cyberbullying. 
Religious and cultural similarities between Spain and Mexico. 
	Technological development 
Cultural heritage and traditions


	Nict10
	Arctic region
	*Off-topic image dealing with climate change
	Off-topic



Table 7. Specific issues identified by NICT students and their translation into general topics


Visual literacy

Table 8 presents the breakdown of specific themes emerging from the qualitative analysis of VL-related excerpts produced by the participants. 

	[bookmark: _Hlk54773646]
VL themes evinced by the AIEVM

	Purpose of the image

	Target audience of the image

	Appeal of the visual elements to the intended audience

	Audience’s foreseen reaction to the image

	Representation of the subject(s) portrayed in the image

	Deliberate use of images by media to stir controversy and increase readership



Table 8. VL themes evinced by the implementation of the AIEVM

Purpose of the image

The purpose attributed to the images ranges from the merely informative, either as stand-alone products (ICT7, ICT8, NICT1, NICT2) or as visual support to written news (NICT5), to outlets for self-promotion (ICT2), entertainment (ICT3, NICT8) and marketing (ICT5); although the main aim of visuals is also perceived as intending to persuade and raise awareness (ICT6, NICT2, NICT6) or as intentionally presenting the portrayed in a partial manner:
I felt confused because the programme shows a very biased perception of other cultures and personal relationships. (ICT1)

Target audience of the image

Audiences identified as potentially being interested in the featured visual imagery can be sorted into specific categories defined by age group (ICT5, NICT9), nationality (ICT4, ICT8), political sensitivity (ICT8), degree of openness (NICT7) or social stratum (ICT1), as opposed to more vague characterizations, in which the recipients are loosely grouped according to topics of interest (NICT1, NICT7) or membership of a generic group, such as that of developed countries (NICT2) or that of people with access to digital content (NICT5).
Therefore, there seem to be no significant group differences between ICT and NICT students in terms of the level of nuance in the characterization of the target audiences, although generic classifications seem to be more prevalent in the latter sector.

Appeal of the visual to the intended audience

Among the reasons which arouse interest in the images chosen, three are recurrently mentioned: 1) visual media as a commodity and as a recreational activity (ICT3, ICT4) or as a pastime (NICT1); 2) the fulfilment of purely informational needs (ICT6, NICT4) or 3) the combination of the previous two (ICT1, NICT5). Additionally, one respondent identifies the partial use of images as a possible source of misinformation for audiences whose interest is primarily informational:
I think the viewer would think he is being informed about how typical weddings are, and they may not consider this is an exception because of how rich the couple is, which is not a typical thing. (ICT1)
The image selected by ICT1 shows a lavishly dressed bride and groom walking towards an altar (Figure 3).
[image: Conexión Samanta Temporada 8 Programa 77]
Figure 3. Image submitted by ICT1 (“Conexión Samanta” TV programme frame, www.cuatro.com/conexion-samanta/programastemporada-08/t08xc03-bodas-de-lujo/exclusivas-huella-imborrable-novios-invitados_0_2124150045.html)
[insert Figure 3. Image submitted by ICT1]

Audience’s foreseen reaction to the image

Reactions attributed to the audience focus on emotionally charged responses, ranging from initial surprise (NICT1), fascination with exoticism (ICT1, NICT5), identification with the culturally different (NICT1) or empathy towards the vulnerable (NICT1); to a certain feeling of helplessness or passivity in the face of injustice attributed, by respondents, to the overexposure to negative images in the media (NICT2, NICT3), as figure 4 exemplifies. 

[image: ]
Figure 4. NICT2’s AIEVM section 8 extract
[insert Figure 4. NICT2’s AIEVM section 8 extract]

In this sense, there are respondents who separate conscientious or critically aware audiences from those who unwaveringly receive the images without questioning them. For example, conformist attitudes towards images, capturing the matter-of-factness of child labour in Bangladeshi garment factories, are warned against: 
It is the goal of the picture and I think that it is a very good way to awaken people’s conscience. If you are but a bit sensitive and think critically, it will encourage you to change it. […] Maybe, superficial and non-critical people would believe that these children and their parents prefer not to enjoy a normal childhood. (NICT4)
Interestingly, it is respondents who lack prior intercultural training that primarily refer to the awareness-raising power of visuals as tools to “modify opinions, alter perceptions and change lives” (NICT6), prompts that can make the audience “feel disturbed with the impact of these images” (NICT6) or move public opinion (NICT9).

Representation of the subject(s) in the image

The representation of the subject is chiefly considered to be negative (ICT1, NICT2) or neutral (ICT1, ICT3, ICT6), even in the face of adversity (ICT8, NICT4); although the subjective interpretation of the receiver of the visual message is also commented on:
The image is presented in a neutral way. Nevertheless, it depends on the person who sees the picture, their own prejudices, cultural group and values. (ICT7)
A two-tiered interpretation of ‘manifest’ and ‘concealed’ visual messages in the portrayal of subjects is remarked by two participants (ICT2, NICT1), while another participant, prompted by the ‘thinking about communication’ section, envisages the possibility of questioning a newly married Hindu couple in the picture about the underlying ideological slant of the media outlet that has presented them as extravagant and ostentatious (ICT1). Thus, the notion of images fairly portraying people who hold different worldviews and beliefs is questioned, leading to conflicted feelings about the impartiality of the visual. In analysing the graphic media coverage of a beach volleyball match, in which Western-looking female athletes and Islamic sportswomen participated, the following observation was made:
I believe that the image is completely fair (as it shows) women competing for the gold medal. Nevertheless, the picture was published with the aim of highlighting the outfit of the Islamic player, and this is unfair. (NICT1)
The image chosen by NICT1 shows an Egyptian and a German player during a beach volleyball match, wearing their national team kit (Figure 5).
[image: Imagen que contiene persona, deporte, jugador, hombre

Descripción generada automáticamente]
Figure 5. Image submitted by NICT1 (EFE Agency. www.laprensa.hn/mundo/987806-410/egipto-vs-alemania-en-un-choque-de-culturas-en-r%C3%ADo)
[insert Figure 5. Image submitted by NICT1]

Similarly, stereotypical representation of subjects within a group, either as representatives of an 'American culture' (ICT2); or members of a particular socio-economic group, such as the working class (ICT4); or constituents of imagined communities such as that of war refugees (ICT6) is acknowledged, while sweeping assumptions are denounced (ICT8). However, the overgeneralized representation of an ethno-religious group, different from that of the participant, is sometimes condoned (NICT1): “I believe it is not an over-generalization rather than a way of recognizing people from another religion”.

Deliberate use of images by media to stir controversy and increase readership

On occasion, the ulterior motives of the media that circulate the images come under suspicion, as bringing certain cultural features to the forefront can stimulate vehement emotional reactions in an audience (ICT1): “I think this programme is popular for showing the negative side of things, such as rich people throwing money away in an extravagant way”; this practice is thought to be aimed at generating increased print sales: “they used them (stereotypical images) deliberately to fuel arguments and to attract people to read the piece of news” (ICT8); in addition to the commercial use of images aimed at yielding revenue and maximising profit (ICT5, NICT9).

Intercultural Literacy

This section lays out findings pertaining to IL, Table 5 containing the six points around which the analysis unfolds.

	[bookmark: _Hlk54773757]
IL themes evinced by the AIEVM

	Feelings initially elicited by cultural differences

	Breaking cultural barriers

	Commonalities with the depicted

	Empathy toward alterity

	Universally shared feelings

	Intercultural communication 

	Action orientation



Table 9. IL themes evinced by the implementation of the AIEVM

Feelings initially elicited by cultural differences

The starting points of both subgroups of participants differ considerably. NICT students show a greater degree of initial astonishment at the content of the images, ranging from sheer shock (NICT1) to frustration (NICT2, NICT4), sadness (NICT9) and anger (Figure 6, NICT6).

[image: ]

Figure 6. NICT6’s AIEVM section 3 extract
[insert Figure 6. NICT6’s AIEVM section 3 extract]


The more moderate emotional response reported by ICT subjects, such as nostalgia (ICT2) or confusion, is filtered through a process of self-exploration and rationalization of the visual input, informed by the IL they had priorly developed. For instance, when pondering her immediate reaction to the image of a group of pro-Brexit campaigners, a student notes:

These feelings (of confusion) probably appeared because I have a different concept of Europe from the one these people on the photo have, as I conceive it as a means for my country to move forward. (ICT8)
The aforementioned image (Figure 7) shows a group of Brexiteers outside Parliament during a protest in London.

[image: Brexiteers take to the streets to protest against UK not leaving the EU |  Daily Mail Online]
Figure 7. Image submitted by ICT8 (www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-7635811/Brexiteers-streets-protest-against-UK-not-leaving-EU.html)
[insert Figure 7. Image submitted by ICT8]


When commenting on the images, the latter group resorts to stereotypes for explaining standardised representations of a culture (ICT7), carrying out, autonomously, a reflexive comparison to the cultural practices present in their own context. On the few occasions when initial surprise is manifested, it is swiftly overcome by the conviction that personal readjustment to alterity is possible (ICT6).

Breaking cultural barriers

It is noteworthy that the narratives of NICT students candidly express their desire to acquire IL in order to overcome the hurdles encountered during exchanges with cultural otherness, pointing out practical issues such as learning “how to properly introduce myself in their culture” (NICT5).
Students with intercultural training reflect on the usefulness of non-verbal language (ICT6);  the different interpretations of gestures and body language in different cultural contexts (ICT3); but also on the importance of the culture of origin in determining the values and beliefs that people hold; and the benefits for mutual understanding that sharing these values can have (ICT2), which probably attests to the attention explicitly devoted to intercultural aspects, such as the socialisation process in their course syllabus. 

Commonalities with the depicted

At the individual level, the similarities perceived between AIEVM users and the people portrayed in the visuals that warrant in-group inclusion are associated with gender and the difficulties women face (NICT1); age group and hopes or concerns about the future (ICT3); religious beliefs (ICT4); or appearance and attire (ICT5, ICT8). 
There are also similarities at the collective level, like customs, traditions or social celebrations, such as weddings (ICT1, ICT2); the feeling of pride in one's cultural heritage (NICT7); having endured hardships in the not-so-distant past, such as migration for economic reasons (NICT6) or managing to overcome military conflict and great adversity (Figure 8, ICT6). 

[image: ]
Figure 8. ICT6’s AIEVM section 6 extract
[insert Figure 8. ICT6’s AIEVM section 6 extract]

Other similarities showcase a more analytical vision, by which a participant reads into the image and deploys the cosmopolitan argument “that every culture and country have things in common” and recognizes their own personal transformation: 
I have changed the way I used to stereotype people sometimes for belonging to a given culture or country. At the end of the day we are not so different from one another. (ICT3)

Empathy toward alterity

Most of the reflections under this heading are the result of the responses registered by the participants in the ‘same and different’ section of the AIEVM. The paths trod in their reflective processes afford a higher level of sophistication and depth in their arguments. Thus, individuals position themselves in the place of those portrayed and show their disagreement with the signs of discrimination (NICT1) or misunderstanding (ICT1) that they may suffer; formulating hypotheses on the reasons for the clashes between their own and foreign cultures, as well as giving their express support of cultural diversity (NICT1).


Universally shared feelings

Unanimously, participants detach basic, universal human feelings like joy (ICT3) or empathy (ICT6) from a specific cultural denomination. Certain values, such as kindness (ICT6) and aspirations, like the pursuit of happiness (ICT3), are generally appraised as universal.
Visuals can be drawn on to foster concord:
I believe that this image could bring cultures closer to each other and show us that we are not so different […] and that, after all, we are not as different as some people may think. (ICT3)
Complimentary to this idea, sovereignty over personal sentiments and subjective interpretation of visual cues, irrespective of the cultural affinity or primary group of belonging, are also interpreted as individuation features:
It is not a matter of culture. For me, every viewer can have an opinion of an image, regardless of their cultural group. (NICT9)
In this vein, image usage may facilitate mutual understanding of individuals across cultural groups while raising in-group dissension (NICT9).

Intercultural communication

The value of communication for mutual comprehension triggers compelling contributions from the participants. Sharing the same mother tongue with Spanish-speaking nations overseas is viewed as a privileged means of access to their corresponding cultures and flavours (NICT9). Similarly, the importance of education is vindicated, as it assists us in understanding “things if we haven’t really lived them” and it “changes our way of seeing the world” (ICT4). 
In particular, foreign language (FL) learning is deemed essential for equipping oneself with the necessary skillset to cross language barriers. Indeed, some narratives capture the will to get acquainted with foreign languages and traditions (NICT1). However, even if other languages are mentioned in a residual way (ICT4) and no matter how distant the context, English is still identified as the language “that everybody speaks” proficiently enough to make communication possible (NICT4), thus reinforcing its status as the lingua franca par excellence (ICT7, NICT5, NICT6). 
A more insightful and value-laden argument credits FL skills with granting access to other cultures and standpoints, as when completing the section ‘thinking about communication’ a student asserts about pro-Brexit campaigners:
Yes, I would speak English with them and have some knowledge about their culture […]. This would be very helpful to understand each other. (ICT8)
And another student detailed an Indian TV contest:
To be honest, I am not familiar with any aspect of the culture nor the language. I know that English is widely spoken there, so that would be my choice if I had the opportunity to communicate with them. (ICT3)
Finally, in the unlikely event that communication in English may become impractical; visual aids are regarded as the most effective replacement (NICT2).

Action orientation

The results point to the inadequacy of the AIEVM, on its own, to generate action orientation among those without previous intercultural training. Some of the participants openly declare that they will not take any further steps upon the completion of the AIEVM (NICT6) or that they consider the self-reflection process prompted by the act of writing the narrative to be an end in itself (NICT3, NICT4). Conversely, other students indicate that they contemplate using the visual to spark debate in social and familial settings (NICT5, NICT7). 
However, it is for those within the ICT group whose professional field is education, that the AIEVM has its most profound significance. For this population niche, it offers the opportunity to observe, analyse and debate their students’ views and conceptions on interculturality, ethnicity, identity and class (ICT2, ICT4), as it favours the development of sensitivity and empathic communication skills (NICT9). Some fine-tuned reflections contributed by participating educators allude to capitalising on the AIEVM’s potential in their own classes and making “students aware of the importance of avoiding stereotypes, prejudices and accepting cultural differences and values” (ICT7); similarly, another practitioner considers the professional development opportunities that might arise when introducing the AIEVM to fellow department members, but also tackles ways of facilitating the VL development of her students by presenting them “with some of these questions about the same image and observing their reactions, their feelings and their processing” of the visual information (ICT8). 
Reflexivity and intercultural metacognition

Thinking back on the personal progress achieved as a result of implementing the AIEVM, NICT participants underscore its power to awaken and sensitise them to appreciate cultural differences (NICT6, NICT7, NICT9). 
ICT learners also predominantly value the cross-fertilization of intercultural experiences to dismiss certain existing stereotypes (ICT3); to discard the stigmatisation of Arab women (Figure 9, ICT7); and to question previously held misconceptions (ICT8). 

[image: ]

Figure 9. ICT7’s AIEVM section 10 extract
[insert Figure 9. ICT7’s AIEVM section 10 extract]


Nevertheless, some participants consider the AIEVM not to have changed their viewpoints in a consequential manner (ICT2, ICT6), mainly because they had already felt interculturally aware before ever having drafted their narratives.
	Interestingly, these same students report being more aware of what they see (ICT4, ICT6), having refined their intercultural skills to decipher the messages that are perceivable in images (ICT5) and being more attentive to what they convey (ICT8). They endorse the way that the AIEVM has taught them “how to analyse an image in a comprehensive way” (ICT7) and inspired them “to eliminate preconceptions when I see an image of another culture different from mine”- (ICT3).

Mediation of visual works

In spite of having a relevant role for VL researchers, considering the intentions of the maker of the images (Yenawine, 1997) is largely overlooked by most of the participants. When addressed, authors’ reasons for making visuals are only superficially described. Narratives predominantly presuppose authors’ intention to inform (NICT6) and provoke feelings of solidarity or compassion (NICT2).
	A single participant glimpses the artistic thrust behind the creation of the image (ICT4) but fails to elaborate further on her interpretation of the author’s perspective. 


Discussion 

The first finding of our study corroborates that students who lacked previous intercultural training have made headway towards more cosmopolitan perspectives, entailing intercultural dialogue and citizenship. Despite the observable progress of the narrative writers in their level of critical intercultural awareness, the results in relation to action orientation have been less promising (see Table 10). Nevertheless, by examining visual examples of stereotyping and pigeonholing (Svarstad, 2016), the students’ critical thinking process did engender alternative worldviews and attitudes (Arizpe et al., 2014; Bowen, 2017). Hence, the data substantiates the point that not all components of IC seem to be equally activated by the AIEVM, as formulated in the second research question, with mainly intercultural knowledge, skills and attitudes, and almost no action orientation being endorsed by the implementation of this tool. 
As for the second research question, there is evidence that the reflexivity sparked by the AIEVM can lead to students’ VL development and, concurrent with the findings reported by Takaya (2016), the results of this study appear to indicate that the lack of relevant prior visual training prompts simplistic readings and possibly inaccurate interpretations of images. Table 10 illustrates that the reversed proposition is also apparent. ICT students, whose master’s course syllabus incorporated VL content, produced more refined, analytic delineations of both the audience targeted by the visuals, as well as the overall utilitarian or persuasive aim of the images (Bowen, 2017). Most interestingly, upon the completion of their narratives, both student cohorts displayed a sound ability to critically read the explicit and underlying visual messages pertaining to the people portrayed in the images and to the cultures they represent.
As summarised in Figure 8, the present study supports the view that the excerpts produced in the initial stages of the narrative self-reflection process are essentially descriptive. However, during the increasingly introspective path led by the AIEVM, students seem to intuitively develop progressively more argumentative analyses. Having to react to the questions raised by the AIEVM appears to have had similar effects on those observed by Moodley (2013), who documented a development of higher order [image: ]thinking in visual literacy as a result of implementing a query-based methodology. 
Figure 10. A sample of students’ development
[insert Figure 10. A sample of students’ development]


[bookmark: _Hlk54785884]Similarly, a noteworthy by-product of this study is the assertion that, in replying to the questions formulated within the AIEVM, students who had benefited from previous intercultural learning opportunities attained higher levels of metacognition than those who were novices in regards to intercultural reflection. Thus, the ICT cohort is most prolific in their allusions to how intercultural learning experiences contribute to changing the way in which they see the world. Concurrently, the subsequent dialogical approach supported the development of shared interpretive practices, which in turn scaffolded the language learning process, honed meaning-making from texts, and deepened intercultural awareness (Arizpe et al., 2014). Yet, despite the fact that the application of the AIEVM reveals positive trends for both subsets of students, the main challenge in the absence of an assessment framework remains establishing the exact extent of each student’s individual development.

	[bookmark: _Hlk54774001]
	
	Summary of findings

	[bookmark: _Hlk41116557]
	
	Students lacking Intercultural training
NICT
	Students with prior intercultural training
ICT

	
	Themes 
	Initial stages of AIEVM
	Later stages of AIEVM
	Initial stages of AIEVM
	Later stages of AIEVM

	Visual Literacy
	Purpose
	Informative, recreational
	Self-awakening and sensitization
	Informative, presentational, recreational and commercial
	Sensitization

	
	Target 

	Loosely grouped or more nuanced categories

	---

	Generally more nuanced categories

	---


	
	Appeal

	Fulfilment of information needs and leisure

	---

	Fulfilment of information needs and leisure

	Misinformation by some biased media


	
	Foreseen reaction

	Empathy, helplessness

	---

	---

	---


	
	Light in which subject is portrayed

	Negative

	Manifest and concealed visual messages

	Neutral 

	Manifest and concealed visual messages 


	
	
Media usage

	Profit-oriented
	---
	Ideologically biased
	---

	Intercultural Literacy
	Feelings elicited


	Astonishment / disbelief
	
---

	More moderate reactions
	---

	
	Cultural barriers

	---

	Will to acquire intercultural competence

	Importance of mutual values

	---


	
	Commonalities

	Pride in own culture

	---

	In-group inclusion

	---


	
	Empathy

	---

	Support for diversity

	Rejection of stereotypes

	---


	
	Shared feelings

	Typically human emotions and aspirations

	---

	Typically human emotions and aspirations

	---


	
	Communication

	---

	English as Lingua Franca

	---

	Languages as keys to other cultures


	
	Action

	---
	Completion of AIEVM
	---
	Further research and debate

	Reflexivity
	
	
---


	
Appreciation of cultural differences
	
---

	Discarding stigmatisations

Questioning misconceptions

Deciphering images



Table 10. Most relevant findings yielded by the implementation of the AIEVM

In that vein, while the AIEVM spurs intercultural mediation of images through the analysis of what the author of the visual intended to convey, results reveal the students’ inexperience regarding the subtleties of authors’ artistic visions. Following Corbett (2003) visuals are readable objects, whose author intentionally construes and endows with communicative purpose, VL being the key to interpreting the message(s) they wish to convey. In the same vein, the CEFR Companion Volume (CEFR/CV) (Council of Europe, 2018) develops the concept of mediation as a communicative activity in which language users are “less concerned with one’s own needs, ideas or expression, than with those of the party or parties for whom one is mediating” (ibid., p. 106). Among its recently introduced scales, the CEFR/CV incorporates a descriptor set which illustrates competence levels when expressing a personal response to creative literary texts (ibid., p.116), as well as a scale concerned with the transformation into a verbal text of information found in images (ibid., p. 110). However, no benchmarks have been conceived against which to assess the competences necessary to respond to or to give a critical appraisal of visual artists’ creative vision. It would thus be necessary to elaborate on the aforementioned concepts and develop benchmarks for the Mediation of Visual Works to fill the existing gap and situate artistic expression within FL learning contexts. The findings in this study substantiate the need to address the communicative intent of authors, as most AIEVM users obviate it in their narratives.


Furthering the scope of the AIEVM: an extension proposal

The findings in the current study seem to advise the exploration of alternative strategies for the implementation of AIEVM that enhance its performance and extend its scope to multiple contexts. In this vein, Blummer’s (2015) recommendations that AIEVM be utilized as a resource for intra-departmental collaboration are fully endorsed, as the combined efforts of FL instructors and of visual arts teachers could reinforce the development of students' visuacy.
Inspired by Arizpe et al., (2014), a first proposal consists of a three-tiered analysis of visual works; with the users’ initial exploration of images through the elaboration of word clouds containing the key concepts which best depict said images. In a different session, the users revisit and decode the same images by following the itinerary proposed by the AIEVM. In the final stage, a comparative analysis of both descriptions is conducted, and a group discussion is held to report the most salient conclusions reached.
A second proposal, derived from that of Baker (2015), is to provide students with snippets showing halves of the same image, which they first scrutinize individually, using the AIEVM to assess the visual work based solely on the portion that they have been allotted. After pairing up with a peer who has accessed the complementary half of the image and conversing to mentally reconstruct the visual and imagine it in its entirety, they annotate their first draft of the narrative to register any changes induced by the discussion. As a final step, students are presented the full image and asked to debate how the partial or full disclosure of the visual information has affected their descriptions.
A third option elaborates on the proposal made by Takaya (2016), whose results recommend complementing the analysis of images and production of narratives with a parallel online search for relevant multimodal information, including related images and historical or socio-cultural data. This synchronous research, which could be conducted using mobile devices in the classroom, could result in more meaningful and profound interpretations of visual stimuli, bridge the gaps in the students’ intercultural awareness and expand their global understanding. 
Virtual environments like classroom blogs could also be used to disseminate the first-person intercultural experiences of mobile students among themselves (Downey & Gray, 2012), as well as to those lacking prior direct intercultural exposure. Creating a virtual space for shared reflection, in which sojourner students could exchange and comment on the images collected during their stays abroad, would provide a cultural third space or reservoir from which the AIEVM analyses could be sourced.
Alternatively, after a customary run of the AIEVM is conducted, the images could be displayed on classroom walls, staging a ‘show and tell’ activity so that each student could render the examples of othering featured in the images analysed. As a corollary to this proposal, a follow-up round of interrogation of the images, in which the students revisit the questions posed by the AIEVM, could suppress the element of error introduced by initial inexperience with the instruments, as argued by Houghton (2014).
The following graphic representation illustrates key procedures to capitalise on the AIEVM, a European tool that has the potential to enhance visual literacy and intercultural development worldwide.

Figure 11. Capitalising on the AIEVM: a proposal for furthering the scope of and supplementing this tool (based on Arizpe et al., 2014; Baker, 2015; Downey & Gray, 2012; Houghton, 2014; Takaya, 2016)
[insert Figure 11. Capitalising on the AIEVM]

Conclusion

[bookmark: _Hlk54784596]Visuacy is a pivotal area of expertise for (young) adult individuals participating in a highly visual culture, as it bestows upon them the skills to critically appraise image construction, reproduction, manipulation and circulation (Bowen, 2017). In this sense, the greater level of intercultural competence previously gained by FL learners could have contributed to the increasing complexity of their analysis of visual input, both in terms of their underlying cultural context and in terms of their aesthetic elements, the possible visual consumption (Schroeder, 2002) patterns of their intended audiences, as well as the rationale behind what Marshall (2010) refers to as presentational media. 
This paper has thus argued that explicit VL instruction in higher education and education for adults is necessary, providing ample opportunities for intercultural reflection, both in the language classroom, and throughout the curriculum. Such integration of multicultural visual elements in the language classroom necessarily calls for a conceptualisation of the teacher as a dialogical facilitator of learning. According to this approach, it is up to the students to, by means of their own discursive reflection, gradually accommodate complex ideas/images and to attribute particular meanings to certain visual features, such as colours and symbols (Arizpe et al., 2014). In this regard, and as Takaya asserts (2016), the opportunities provided to stop, take stock of progress, and search for additional visual information provided by the design of the AIEVM incites greater student involvement in the interpretation of multicultural visual images. The evaluative judgments obtained as a culmination of the process by the participants of this study are, in most cases, substantially more profound than those at the outset.
Finally, further research efforts could, perhaps, focus on verifying whether the newly acquired woldviews and attitudes emanating from innovative applications of the AIEVM do in fact translate into tangible action, igniting such transformative potential (Pegrum, 2008) into actual change.
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Thinking about the person or people
who made the image

What attitude do you think this audience usually adopts towards this kind of
image?

For example, do you think that they always believe in this kind of image/are sceptical
about it/enjoy it/learn from it/allow their behaviour to be affected by it, etc.?

As far as | concemed, people feel sad about this kind of image but they may think: "What

can | do? Is not my problem. | can't change that situation”. We are anesthetized with
heartbreaking news and pictures.
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Your feelings

How did you feel when you first saw the image?

1 felt so upset because rich nations arguments or policies are * zero tolerance" so
these nations are blocking caravans of migrants and even deporting them, whereas

these countries are hiding their population these problems , while distracting them
with other issues
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When looking at an image, people often compare things in other groups
or cultures with similar things in their own groups or cultures. Did you
do this?

Similarities | noticed.

1 do not remember, | did not live that situation, but many Spanish people had to

escape from war and hunger during and after the Spanish Civil War.
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Thinking back

and looking forward

Having answered the previous questions and thought about the image:

There were some things which | approve of and these are my reasons..

The Arab women's freedom and choice to look like European women and their
opportunity to occupy influential posts.
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1. Ethnocentrism:

“Migrants (who) cross with their

s have created new challenges,

making it more complex to arrest or
deport them"

Extracts from NICTE's AIEVM

1. Ethnorelativism:
"Knowing other ways of living has

made me a more open-minded person
‘who tries to see the positive side of
things"

[

"30 years ago, my family and | moved

out from Barcelona to Huelva trying to
find a better quality of lfe"

2. Questionin

"The photo does not represent a
whole culture. It represents a group of
people who share opinions and ideas”

3. Intercultural flexibility:
“This image has changed the way, to

some extent, in which I see migrants in
my town”

3. Visual sensitization and intercultural
reflexitivity:

"It has helped me to be more attentive
to the images | see every day. They
always have something to say"

Extracts from CT8's AIEVM




