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Abstract 

The need to amalgamate language and culture in Foreign Language Teaching has been 

recurrently advocated by researchers and European education authorities. This integration was 

suggested in the 2001 Common European Framework of Reference for Languages and is 

much emphasised in its recently-published revised version. Its main goal is to surpass mere 

linguistic proficiency and achieve interculturally competent communicators. Research 

suggests that the infusion of culture into Foreign Language Teaching can be mainly attained 

through topics, characters, images, diverse accents and written varieties of English. Most 

particularly, it needs to be fostered through intercultural awareness-raising activities. This 

Master’s thesis looks into culture in textbooks. It involves an analysis of the three most-

widely used B2 textbooks for adults in the Valencian Community (Spain) in Official Schools 

of Languages. It shows that while it is true that culture topics are gradually making their way 

into English as a Foreign Language coursebooks, they are still insufficient in number, shallow 

in depth and limited in extrapolability. Besides, textbooks fail to encompass a reasonable 

range of ethnic groups, accents, dialectal differences and culture-based activities aimed at 

attaining interculturally proficient speakers. The overriding conclusion is that present-day 

adult English as a Foreign Language instruction in the Valencian Community still favours 

linguistic content over cross-cultural competence.   

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

The last decades of the 20th century witnessed the emergence of a mounting body of research 

which postulated the infusion of culture-related elements into Foreign Language Teaching 

(henceforth FLT). Nowadays, it has been widely acknowledged that only through such 

inextricable relationship will students be able to surpass mere linguistic proficiency and 

become truly cross-cultural speakers to succeed in the rapidly-evolving, globalised world of 

today.  

1.1. General objective 

The main goal of this study is to gauge to what an extent the inclusion of culture-related 

aspects  is reflected in the most widely-used B2 coursebooks of English as a Foreign 

Language (henceforth EFL) in Official School of Languages (henceforth OSLs) in the 

Valencian Community, which predictably belong to the largest publishing companies: 

Cambridge University Press, Oxford University Press and Pearson Education Limited. It 
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should be underscored that this study does not specifically aim to determine which one is 

more suitable for culture-teaching purposes.  

1.2. Research questions 

In order to accomplish the general objective stated above, the present work aims to answer the 

following research questions: 

a) How is the culture-bound component reflected through characters and content in the 

textbooks chosen? 

b) Do those coursebooks include examples of the wide variety of Englishes existing both in 

written and oral form and present English as a lingua franca? 

c) Do textbooks present images showing cross-cultural encounters and activities geared to 

foster intercultural awareness and mediation, as suggested by the Council of Europe and FLT 

research? 

d) What does the choice of coursebook imply in relation to the goals of EFL teaching in the 

Valencian Community? 

1.3. Relevance of the study 

This study can be understood as especially relevant because of its topicality, since we are on 

the threshold of what will undoubtedly engender a revolution in FLT. In the last two decades 

and up to this day, FLT has mainly pivoted on the recommendations and assessment criteria 

gathered in the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (henceforth 

CEFR), which dates back to 2001. As will be elaborated on later, a Companion Volume of the 

new CEFR came out while the present study was being finalised. In contrast to its 

predecessor, the revised –albeit provisional– version of the CEFR shows changes in some 

level descriptors and provides new ones, together with assessment scales for a fifth skill in 

addition to Reading, Writing, Listening and Speaking: Mediation. As can be gathered, both 

FLT methods and textbooks will necessarily have to adapt in the years to come to comply 

with the new pan-European postulates. In this respect, this study will provide a present-day 

picture of mainstream EFL coursebooks and, accordingly, of the prevailing teaching approach 

in the Valencian Community.  

Apart from this, this paper will plug a gap in current research on EFL textbook analysis 

concerning culture-related aspects. While it is true that there exist a considerable number of 
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studies about Primary and Secondary education materials, the paucity of research on adult 

EFL coursebooks is noteworthy (Chapelle 2016: 13).  

1.4. Content 

Section 2 contains the theoretical background for the present dissertation. First, the intricate 

complex of ‘culture’ is addressed, together with its main definitions and viewpoints, and an 

outline of how culture gradually entered the FLT scenario is provided. After that, the 

achievements in foreign language instruction that the 2001 CEFR brought about are 

highlighted, with a focus on its major drawback. Then, the most outstanding features of the 

recently-published, abridged version of the CEFR are analysed, particularly Mediation.  

In addition, section 2 focuses on one of the main goals which FLT needs to aim at, namely 

attaining interculturally competent speakers, and how it can be achieved. Besides, this chapter 

broaches two fundamental issues that are intimately linked to the latter: the need for EFL 

approaches and textbooks to include world cultures and, likewise, world accents to encompass 

the diversity of cultures and Englishes intertwining in today’s closely-connected world. In 

relation to this, Section 2 also deals with the nature of coursebooks, discusses their usefulness 

in FLT and suggests how they should transcend the traditional tendency to portray British and 

North American cultures and accents as the embodiment of Englishness and role models to 

imitate. Apart from that, different typologies of coursebooks concerning the way they present 

and work on culture-related issues are described. The last subsection of chapter 2 examines 

the most significant studies of coursebooks which fall within the scope of the present work. 

Section 3 describes the instrument, data-gathering and data analysis. It also explains the 

reasons behind the choice of coursebooks and level for this study. 

Section 4 expounds the findings and the ensuing comments concerning the most relevant 

aspects which are dealt with therein.  

For the sake of clarity, section 5 has been purposely devoted to answering the research 

questions following the analysis of the results carried out in the previous chapter. Section 5 

also proposes ways in which the shortcomings found could be overcome. 

Section 6 deals with the limitations of the study and suggests lines for future research, while 

section 7 presents the final conclusions and puts forward a few recommendations. 
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2. INTERCULTURALITY IN FOREIGN LANGUAGE TEACHING (F LT) AND 

MAIN ENGLISH AS A FOREIGN LANGUAGE (EFL) COURSEBOOK  STUDIES  

The first part of this section aims to provide an insight into the complexity of the term 

‘culture’, analyse the most salient ways in which it can be studied and how and when it 

entered the FLT scenario. Secondly, it delves into the growing relevance of culture throughout 

the main FLT documents published by the Council of Europe.  After that, the objectives of 

present-day foreign language instruction are described from a cultural viewpoint. There will 

follow a reflection about the need for coursebooks to embrace world cultures and world 

accents in order to reflect the fact that English has become a lingua franca for international 

communication.  

The second part is devoted to discussing the nature and typology of coursebooks and their 

relevance in FLT. Special emphasis is put on how they can foster changes in teaching practice 

by incorporating more culture-oriented, reflection-based activities. Finally, the most 

significant studies on coursebook analysis are examined, which constitutes the starting point 

for the research design used in the present work. 

2.1. Considerations about culture and its role in FLT 

2.1.1 Towards a working definition of the term ‘culture’ 

Despite the profusion of research on the nature of ‘culture’, the term eludes a univocal 

definition or typology. According to Williams (1983: 87), it stands within the two or three 

most intricate words in the English language. Such a complexity arises from the fact that it is 

sometimes loosely used and because it straddles several disciplines which present varying 

goals. Together with Language Didactics and sociolinguistics, two major areas of interest for 

our goals, the study of culture is a matter of paramount concern for sociolinguistics, 

pragmatics, semantics, semiotics, and even psychology and anthropology (Paricio 2005, 

Risager 2011, Moeller & Nugent 2014).  Lado adopted a behavioural perspective and defined 

it as a structural system of patterned behaviour (1957: 111), whereas Samovar et al. (1998) 

put forward an anthropological definition when they stated that culture can be thought of as:    

the deposit of knowledge, experience, beliefs, values, actions, attitudes, 

meanings, hierarchies, religion, notions of time, roles, spatial relations, concepts 

of the universe, and artifacts acquired by a group of people in the course of 

generations through individual and group striving. (Samovar  et al. 1998: 36) 
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Interestingly enough, they failed to explicitly mention ‘language’ as one of culture’s 

identifying traits –which ought to fall within shared ‘knowledge’–, a bond which had been 

posited by authors like Brooks (1964) a couple of decades before and which has been 

highlighted by Risager (2006) and Nieto (2010) more recently. In comparison with other 

elements of culture stated before, language plays a more multifunctional role, since it acts as a 

facilitating element for the individual to internalise his/her own culture, as a transmitter of 

one’s culture to people from different cultures and as a way to shape cultural representations, 

which are largely determined by the language used to manifest them (Hinkel 1999).  

Scollon and Scollon (2001b) opted for a more restricted, discourse-based concept of culture 

that holds communication as a pivotal element. In their view, culture consists of ideology, 

face systems, forms of discourse and socialisation. ‘Ideology’ includes history, worldviews, 

values, beliefs and religion, whereas ‘face systems’ focus on how social relationships are 

organised; in turn, ‘forms of discourse’ deal with the functions of language and verbal and 

non-verbal communication and how they are both used to negotiate and ratify meaning. 

Lastly, ‘socialisation’ refers to the different processes involved when learning culture.  

From what has been said hitherto, a fundamental consideration arises: culture should not be 

understood as static or given, but rather as an ever-changing, socially constructed process, 

transformative (Gómez 2015) and handed down from generation to generation. It is culture 

that makes peoples, civilisations and countries distinct and unique, embodying not only 

tangible products but also worldviews, principles, beliefs and common imagery and rituals.  

Having said that, it should be borne in mind that cultures have been brought closer together by 

today’s globalised world, which is why it is sometimes difficult to draw a well-defined line 

between them even within the same region, since people who belong to different communities 

are permeable to external influences, which renders attempts to set cultural boundaries 

problematic. 

2.1.2 Approaches to the study of culture 

Given the multifaceted nature of culture, there are several approaches to how it can be more 

effectively dealt with. Out of the wealth of approaches available, Byram & Morgan’s 

typology (1994) has been widely accepted, since it is clearly set forth and encompasses 

elements from different realms –i.e. factual information and issues related to social interaction 

and stereotypes–. In their view, culture can be said to consist of the following components: 

social identity and social groups, social interaction, belief and behaviour, socio-political 
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institutions, socialisation and the life cycle, national history, national geography, national 

cultural heritage and stereotypes and national identity. 

On a rather less fine-grained scale, another classification that suits our purposes is that which 

analyses culture in relation to how observable cultural traits are. Hall (1976) conceived a 

successful metaphor –the so called ‘cultural iceberg’– to illustrate the fact that culture can 

appear in easily perceptible representations to a foreigner or, conversely, present less obvious 

features that may make them pass unnoticed. The part of the iceberg above water comprises, 

among many other elements, behaviours and customs (‘visible culture’), whereas what lies 

beneath are beliefs and attitudes (‘unseen culture’), and further below, shared values and 

thought patterns (‘deep culture’), to name but the most salient features.  

 

Image 1. The Cultural Iceberg adapted from Hall (1976) by Marsden 

(https://rachelmarsdenwords.wordpress.com/2015/08/13/teaching-talk-models-pyramids-c-s-lewis/) 

This three-pronged typology recalls that which classifies cultural traits into C-culture (factual, 

encyclopaedic knowledge) and c-culture (behaviour, practices and values) (Valdes 1986), 

which can be supplemented by the term ‘symbolic culture’ –coined by Geertz (1975)–, which 

refers to the innermost meanings and symbols inherited and shared by all the members of a 

community. The British-produced series EastEnders, which has been on since 1985, can be 
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conceived as an example of a cultural artefact that conveys c-culture notions. In turn, the 

National Trust icon –which will surely mean nothing to a foreigner– is loaded with symbolic 

meaning, which will conjure up feelings of pride in British heritage and national identity. 

Following the conclusions gathered in Standards for Foreign Language Learning (1996), 

Yuen (2011) divided the different aspects of culture into ‘products’ (Big C), ‘practices’ (little 

c), and ‘perspectives’ (subjective culture). The 1996 classification had been further developed 

by Moran (2001), who added ‘persons’ as a fourth intervening factor, since culture can also be 

signified by celebrities, renowned people or even individuals we are acquainted with. 

A fourth noteworthy study has been made by Zarei & Khalessi (2011) by drawing on the 

works of Halliday (1985) and van Dijk (1998). Their main aim was to make the definition of 

culture quantifiable. In their view, it can be said to include a series of values which are 

strengthened to become norms which govern institutions and also appear as artifacts. Values 

should be understood as notions about what matters in life, norms include prospects of 

people’s behaviours in certain contexts, institutions are the organisations that underpin the 

structure of a society and artifacts refer to the objects of material culture which stem from a 

culture’s values and norms. For the sake of clarity, the information contained in this section 

can be summarised as follows. 

AUTHOR(S) COMPONENTS 

Byram & Morgan (1994) 

- Social identity and social groups       - Social interaction 

- Socio-political institutions                - National history 

- Socialisation and the life cycle          - Belief and behaviour                            

- National geography                    - National cultural heritage  

- Stereotypes and national identify 

Hall (1976) and 
successors 

- Visible culture         - Hidden culture          - Deep culture 

Geertz (1975) & Valdes 
(1986)  

- C-culture               - c-culture               - Symbolic culture 

Yuen (2011)  - Products      - Practices        - Perspectives      - Persons 

Zarei & Khalessi (2011) - Values          - Norms         - Institutions           - Artifacts 

Table 1. Summary of the most prominent conceptions of culture 

 



13 
 

2.1.3 An insight into the growing relevance of culture in FLT 

It is a unanimously-held belief nowadays that culture and language need to be inextricably 

linked in FLT (Kramsch 1993, Byram 1997, Méndez 2003, Chapelle 2016). In fact, some 

authors posit that they should not be thought of as separate entities, for which reason they 

have coined the term ‘lingua-culture’ (Fantini 1997) or ‘languaculture’ (Risager 2007). Such a 

bond is by no means recent, but harks back to the last decades of the 20th century. According 

to Kramsch & Hua (2016), it was not until the 1990s that the culture-language bond entered 

the arena of FLT. Until then, the notion of negotiation of meaning that lay at the heart of the 

Communicative Approach did not necessarily refer to cultural content but to referential or 

situational meaning geared for learners to fulfil eminently functional goals. Interaction-

oriented as it was, the Communicative Approach generally eschewed culture-bound issues, 

since language instruction still favoured students’ linguistic proficiency. 

However, it would not be accurate to state that the focus on culture-related issues in FLT 

originated only from the 1990s. Prior to those years, in fact, there were a handful of pioneers 

who highlighted the need to introduce culture-related aspects in course syllabuses and 

methodological approaches (Lado 1957, Nostrand 1966, Zarate 1982, Byram 1989). Nostrand 

can be credited with having made a revolutionary statement when, as early as 1966, he wrote 

that working on a foreign culture in the foreign language class has a twofold goal: first, to 

attain successful communication between the student and other people from different cultures 

(s)he may come into contact with and, secondly, to promote cross-cultural understanding 

through eminently social and affective means. In fact, such an idea embodies the main 

methodological trends in current intercultural FLT, as will be explained shortly. 

Apart from these trail blazers, the term ‘sociocultural competence’ is also broached in a 

Council of Europe’s publication in 1990, the Threshold Level, where it is defined as “the 

aspect of communicative ability which involves those specific features of a society and its 

culture which are manifest in the communicative behaviour of the members of this society” 

(94) and is further divided into ‘social conventions’, ‘social rituals’ and ‘universal 

experiences’, with ‘politeness conventions’ also receiving major emphasis.  

Interestingly enough, Corbett (2003: 206) underscores the paradox that, despite a sizeable 

body of research which advocates the infusion of culture-bound elements into language 

teaching, such issues are neglected in EFL methodological approaches. In a similar vein, 

Sercu et al. (2005: 494), together with a number of other authors (Young et al. 2009, Chapelle 
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2016), point out that a gargantuan task still remains to be done, since the teaching of the 

cultural component –if at all– has remained generally traditional in its scope, thus preventing 

students from accessing the actual worldwide dimension of the English language and the 

benefits of discovering ‘otherness’. This yawning chasm between theoretical 

recommendations and grassroots teaching practice deserves close scrutiny, which is carried 

out below. 

2.2. The Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR): a 

partial breakthrough  

2.2.1. Achievements and shortcomings of the 2001 ‘CEFR’ 

The advent of the CEFR in 2001 marked an unprecedented milestone in FLT across the 

continent and set the course for foreign language instruction until the present day. Among its 

various goals, it was particularly designed to aid FLT practitioners to attain a standardised 

understanding of the nature of language teaching and to provide them with recommendations 

and tools concerning learning and assessment. The CEFR is based on competences, which 

allow a person to successfully perform actions in diverse contexts (2001: 9). It should be 

noted that the notion of competence involves not only knowledge, as might be presumed, but 

also skills, attitudes and values. Two main types of competences are differentiated therein: 

general competences and, following Bachman (1990), communicative language competences. 

The latter receive extensive analysis and pedagogical coverage, and CAN DO statements are 

provided to determine what students should be able to accomplish at the end of each language 

stage. However, the Framework considers issues related to culture and interculturality as 

belonging to general competences and hence detached from linguistic proficiency. Although 

they are described, they are not further broken down into CAN DO descriptors (cf. Kramsch 

& Aden in press, Larrea 2015).  

In addition to the above, the Framework distinguishes several language skills, namely 

reception, production interaction and mediation. It provides descriptors for the first three of 

them, but for mediation –which is at the heart of intercultural learning–, despite being given 

the utmost relevance, no illustrative scales are provided (2001: 88). In line with the foregoing, 

it should therefore come as no surprise to discover that such a shortcoming has prevented 

sociocultural knowledge and intercultural awareness from achieving the status of other 

longstanding, well-established skills.  
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2.2.2 Subsequent Council of Europe’s publications   

In order to overcome the limitations of the CEFR, the Council of Europe has issued a series of 

guides in which authors have fine-tuned the meaning and scope of Intercultural 

Communicative Competence (henceforth ICC). They have also put emphasis on the relevance 

of raising students’ ICC and the latter’s appreciation of cross-cultural encounters, and 

suggested measures through which those goals can be fulfilled. The most salient documents 

are Developing the Intercultural Dimension in Language Teaching (2002), the Guide for the 

Development of Language Education Policies in Europe. From Linguistic Diversity to 

Plurilingual Education (2007), the White Paper on Intercultural Dialogue (2008) and 

Developing Intercultural Competence through Education (2014).  

2.2.3. The revised ‘CEFR’ 

While this research study was undergoing final revision, a non-fully-fledged edition of the 

new CEFR was published online (Sept. 2017). As adult EFL teachers working for an official 

teaching institution, my colleagues and I were fortunate enough to collaborate in providing 

feedback on a pilot version for consultation prior to the general diffusion of the new, 

provisional edition. As its foreword reads,  

“[w]hilst the CEFR illustrative descriptors have been much appreciated in the field of 

language education, the gaps left in them by the original research have led to requests 

to complement them in order to provide more comprehensive coverage” (North, 

unpublished: 9). 

The new Framework’s main goals are addressing areas for which no descriptor scales were 

provided in the original version –above all, mediation–, enriching the description of A1, and 

strengthening the scales of C levels, particularly C2, for which most of the original illustrative 

descriptors had been uncalibrated. As stated above, one of the new CEFR’s utmost concerns 

is to bridge the gap which ensued from the deficient coverage of culture-related issues in its 

former version. In order to do so, cross-cultural mediation has been considered pivotal in FLT 

and broken down into mediation activities and mediation strategies. The former can be 

deemed as performative actions requiring communication-oriented skills, while the latter 

encompass cognitive and strategic abilities, as follows: 
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Image 2. Mediation – Scheme 1 (reproduced with permission from North) 

 

Image 3. Mediation – Scheme 2 (reproduced with permission from North) 

It should be pointed out that each one of those categories is further analysed on grids which 

display all levels of proficiency (from Pre A1 to C2) and their corresponding descriptors (cf. 

Appendix I). It stands to reason that such thorough attention to mediation-related issues is 

bound to bring about sweeping changes in FLT in the forthcoming years. 

2.3. Features of the intercultural speaker  

As a direct result of the CEFR’s deficiencies to fully flesh out mediation and intercultural 

awareness and define assessment tools for them, FLT has been mainly concerned with 

language-oriented instruction geared to help students attain linguistic proficiency (Méndez 

2003, Varón 2009). This neglect of culture-related issues has unavoidably trickled down to 
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coursebook design and grassroots teaching practice. From a practical stance, if sociocultural 

and intercultural factors are not included in students’ overall mark, they can easily be deemed 

expendable in favour of other activities and skills which ensure that students meet educational 

goals. According to Kramsch (1993: 8), it is reasonable to state that linguistics has pushed 

aside the idea and the dissemination of culture and prevented a more holistic approach to 

sociocultural learning. In Byram’s words (1997: 8-9), this can be understood as the aftermath 

of misunderstanding Hymes’ (1972) concept of communicative competence as applied to 

foreign-language learning. Since Hymes’ initial notion referred to ‘native speaker’ 

competence instead of ‘cross-cultural communication’, learners are doomed to failure and 

subsequent frustration when teachers try to turn them into “ersatz native speakers” (cf. Gray 

2006: 54). In this respect, Corbett (2003: 4) makes a thought-provoking reflection: while only 

a few learners will attain native speaker linguistic competence, there will be many more likely 

to develop strategies and skills such as observation, explanation and mediation which will 

enable them to build bridges between cultures and thus achieve ICC (Byram: 1997). ICC 

consists in ‘attitudes’ like openness and the ability to dispel mistrust about a foreign culture, 

‘knowledge’ about how social groups and individuals work and ‘skills’, understood as the 

strategies to foresee intercultural misunderstandings and the ability to solve them. Following 

Barrett, intercultural discourse “helps people to develop a deeper understanding of cultural 

beliefs and practices that different from their own, fosters mutual understanding, increases 

interpersonal trust, co-operation and participation, and promotes tolerance and mutual 

respect.” (2013: 26)  

In short, the first noticeable shift in the culture-oriented teaching paradigm is for students to 

attain ICC rather than seek mere language proficiency. In contrast to what might be construed 

from what has been said before, the shift of paradigm does not entail dispensing with the 

pursuit of linguistic competence, but rather make both types of competences be naturally 

interspersed for students to accomplish more comprehensive, practical, rewarding objectives 

(Byram et al. 2002: 7). 

A fundamental distinction should be made at this point between sociocultural and intercultural 

competence. The former merely comprises knowledge of facts and tangible information 

pertaining to the countries related to the language(s) under study and has thus an eminently 

cognitive nature. The latter, in turn, is more all-embracing –and demanding for students and 

teachers alike–, since it involves addressing deep-culture elements –as seen in 1.2–, and 

requires the adoption of specific teaching methods, together with a new array of tasks for 
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classroom implementation (cf. Scheu 1996). The nomenclature of the term ‘intercultural 

competence’ suggests encounters between different cultures and how students should grow 

appreciative of otherness and develop attitudes of openness and empathy to other cultures and 

ethnic groups with a view to attaining global citizenship (Byram 2008). For the successful 

acquisition of ICC, foreign language teaching should obviously transcend the plain 

transmission of factual information (Kramsch: 1993), and instead embrace attitudes, beliefs, 

values and symbols and provide opportunities for students to act as cross-cultural mediators. 

Equally important is the notion that the intercultural paradigm should ensure that students are 

made to put the foreign culture(s) in relation to their own so that the learning experience 

becomes really meaningful (Stern 1992, McKay 2000, Méndez 2003), which Kramsch called 

the ‘double perspective of the respective societies’ (1993). Following this ongoing critical 

reflection process, students will achieve a more well-rounded understanding of otherness 

which will make them turn into successful bridge-builders between cultures. As Weninger and 

Kiss clearly point out quoting Byram (2008, 2011) and Kumaravadivelu (2008), intercultural 

competence can only be attained “through cultural reflection and understanding within a 

critically oriented pedagogy” (2013: 695). The fact that such processes have an eminently 

cognitive nature which escapes simple assessment has led Lund (2007: 93) to suggest that it 

might be desirable to replace the term ‘intercultural competence’ with ‘intercultural 

awareness’ or ‘intercultural learning’. 

It is fundamental to underscore that, when learning about another culture, students do not 

necessarily have to assume its principles as theirs. In this respect, Byram (1998) distinguishes 

‘biculturalism’ and ‘interculturalism’. In his view, the former presupposes that an individual 

identifies with and accepts the shared beliefs, principles, and customs of a particular culture. 

In turn, the latter entails an awareness of, instead of an identification with, another culture. If, 

as said above, students should be trained to adopt a positive, critical stance, interculturalism 

rather than biculturalism should be sought in FLT (cf. McKay 2000: 8). 

From what was mentioned above, there emerges an obvious conclusion: FLT geared to foster 

intercultural awareness should be understood as an interaction-oriented, performative, 

awakening process pivoting on constructivism (Sercu et al. 2005). As Scollon and Scollon 

(2001a) put forward, culture cannot be understood as static and impervious to change, but 

should rather be conceived as building on actions carried out through everyday interaction. 

Needless to say, in the FLT scenario this implies an extra onus for the teacher, since (s)he 

needs to take on the role of facilitator, provide suitable, motivating, hands-on tasks and guide 
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students through the learning process as they explore, discover, gauge aspects of a new 

culture and put them in relation to their own. As stated in the introduction, ascertaining 

whether coursebooks provide this sort of activities will be one of the key objectives of this 

study. 

Throughout this self-awareness journey into otherness after which students will become 

intercultural speakers or mediators, they will have to venture into new cultures avoiding any 

sort of stereotypes or prejudices which arise from perceiving someone through the lens of a 

single identity (cf. Byram et al. 2002: 9, Barrett 2013: 26). In this respect, Lund (2007: 96) 

expounds that fear or mistrust of the foreign can result in two unwanted reactions: exotism 

and xenophobia, for which reason students need to approach intercultural encounters with 

openness and respect, while considering their own role and expectations. Scollon & Scollon 

(2001b) point out that stereotypes can be positive or negative. The former ascribe 

praiseworthy features to the foreign culture, while the latter disdain it by focusing on a 

presumed characteristic which has been made unjustifiably disproportionate. Dispelling 

stereotypes –especially negative ones– ought to be a paramount goal of FLT, and classroom 

activities and coursebooks should provide numerous instances for learners to understand the 

complexity of human relations and the misconceptions which ensue from approaching cross-

cultural encounters laden with a set of unfounded cultural beliefs. This owes much to the 

tendency to portray a foreign culture from a traditional, idealised, consumerism-based 

perspective, as if the cultural component could be portrayed like a tourist brochure or reduced 

to world-known products and artefacts from C2. In addition, characters are normally flat 

(Méndez 2003), allowing the student very limited chances to probe into the former’s 

innermost feelings and drives, which may contribute to the appearance of stereotypes and 

prejudices. 

Last but not least, as a corollary of everything said hitherto, following the endless nature of 

cultural nuances, contexts and peoples, language learning becomes a lifelong process which 

presents an internal, transformative goal that exceeds intramural instruction (Areizaga 2002).  

2.4. Surpassing the boundaries of EFL teaching 

2.4.1. World cultures 

The ever-changing nature of a fast-paced, globalised world in which cross-cultural encounters 

occur more frequently than ever before –either face to face or virtually thanks to the 

affordances of new technologies– necessarily warrants a change in FL materials and teaching 
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practice. If, as said before, the main goal of FLT should be the development of interculturally-

competent students, the materials and input dealt with in class ought not to be restricted to a 

set of traditional sources but rather embrace as wide a range of diverse cultures as possible. In 

Zarei & Khalessi’s words (2011: 295), “the global use of the English language necessitates 

global cultural awareness rather than mere conformity to the target language culture.” In this 

respect, Alptekin (1993) carried out a reasoned analysis of the underlying reasons for the 

choice of culture issues in coursebooks, the most salient of which being that major publishing 

companies are based in the UK and USA, which makes them show a marked tendency to 

place those cultures as referential elements of target culture (cf. Alsaif 2016). Such a proven, 

restrictive reality seems to suggest that those countries become the main or sole bearers of the 

essence of Englishness and that language ‘belongs’ to them in their own right. Widdowson 

(1994) can be considered one of the first authors who highlighted that no nation can have 

ownership over English, because it belongs to all speakers across the world regardless of their 

nationality or level of proficiency. Along similar lines, Solhi & Inal (2014) quote Yano (2009) 

to suggest a change of paradigm from what they call EoSC (English of Specific Cultures) to 

EforSC (English for Specific Cultures). Although it has been recently carped at because of its 

shortcomings in accounting for the inordinate number of present-day cross-cultural contexts, 

Kachru’s (1985) seminal distinction between countries in the Inner Circle (henceforth IC), 

Outer Circle (OC) and Expanding Circle (EC) is particularly relevant to the purpose of this 

study. The IC comprises those countries in which English is spoken as a mother tongue like 

England, Wales, the USA, Australia and the like. In turn, countries in the OC were generally 

colonies under British domain at some point and recognise the status of English as an official 

language alongside their own mother tongue, which is the case of India, Pakistan or the 

Philippines. Finally, the EC refers to countries in which English is studied as a foreign or 

international language, like Spain, France, Brazil or China, to name but a few examples. 

2.4.2. World accents 

Together with culture, speakers used as oral input in listening activities also play a vital role 

in raising students’ intercultural awareness, since the multitude of accents which can be found 

worldwide provide information about people’s origin and social class. Besides, they also 

reveal dialectal vocabulary differences, intonation patterns and the like. It goes without saying 

that if we need to prepare students to succeed in interactions with a potentially endless 

number of cultures, teaching materials ought to encompass this diversity of accents.  
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Jenkins (2000, 2002) noted that up to that time most English Language Teaching (henceforth 

ELT) materials marginalized world accents and privileged RP and Standard American. She 

suggested that English should be considered a lingua franca and advocated superseding the 

current restrictive scope with the notion of English as an International Language (henceforth 

EIL) (2006). As Gray regrets (2006: 245), the type of language which was taught in EFL 

lessons until not so long ago was that produced by an idealised native speaker which served as 

the role model for students to imitate. In a similar vein, Matsuda (2003) propounds that 

teaching materials should include examples of World Englishes. This new perspective, 

according to him, requires a new approach which is more comprehensive, multifaceted and 

understanding than traditional teaching methods. In an almost concomitant paper, Llurda 

(2004) envisaged that the flurry of research concerning EIL and the growing appreciation of 

non-native teachers were undermining the overwhelming dominance of native teachers as 

gatekeepers of the language, thus outstripping the reigning imperialistic overtones.    

By way of conclusion to this subsection, it is germane to mention Altpekin’s (2002) bid for a 

new competence which replaces the notion of communicative competence and recognises 

English as a world language and embraces national and international contexts and situations 

of language use featuring native-nonnative and nonnative-nonnative discourse participants 

alike.  

2.5. Coursebooks in FLT 

2.5.1. The practicalities of coursebooks 

Coursebooks have always enjoyed a preeminent role in FLT. Despite heated debate about 

their suitability which exceeds the scope of the present work (cf. Hutchinson & Torres 1994, 

Varón 2009), textbooks are still today a cornerstone of FLT courses regardless of the level. 

They are an indisputable, time-saving aid for hard-pressed teachers who find therein adapted 

input (both written and oral), methodological suggestions, interaction-oriented activities and 

tasks that foster self-learning, to name but a few examples (Cunningsworth 1995, Sercu 

2000). Besides, it should be highlighted that adult EFL students normally lead busy lives and 

hence have limited time available for study. For them, the coursebook represents a practical, 

all-in-one guide for use in class and which they can refer to when revising or if in doubt.  

From a cultural viewpoint, textbooks provide students with images and descriptions of the 

places, peoples and customs they will be asked to explore along their pilgrimage towards ICC. 

In addition, albeit in the minority, some offer teachers specifically designed activities to foster 
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students’ ICC and also provide valuable resources to expand culture-related explanations and 

to build supplementary materials into the syllabus (cf. Chapelle 2016).  

On the other hand, some authors emphasise the fact that coursebook design is a result of 

massive worldwide marketing (Méndez 2005, Chao 2011, Alsaif 2016). Gray (2000, 2010), 

and Gray & Block (forthcoming) stand out for having studied the underlying implications of 

coursebook design and the choice of materials regarding neoliberalism, social class, gender, 

sexuality and issues of erasure. He holds that coursebooks are products of hidden interests 

which generally depict a biased representation of society and defines them as “highly wrought 

artefacts and carriers of complex cultural messages” as well as “commodities to be traded in 

the market place” (Gray 2006: 14). In a similar vein, Tyrer (2012) notes that although direct 

colonisation has come to an end, it has been replaced by ‘cultural imperialism’, that is, 

accomplishing cultural domination by presenting idealised lifestyles and appealing products 

for people to aspire to and crave for. He posits that, apart from mass media and consumer-

oriented policies, such a covert influence towards a capitalist model is also exerted through 

coursebook design. 

2.5.2 Going beyond the coursebook’s ‘ambassador’ role 

If, as commented above, EIL textbooks ought to surpass the traditional shortcomings 

concerning coursebook representation of world cultures and Englishes, there arises the 

question of whether it is necessary for learners to acquire knowledge of those cultures who 

speak English as a native or second language or study it without any sort of cultural 

specificity through a ‘transnational neo-liberal culture of global entrepreneurship’ (Kramsch 

& Aden in press: 48). In this respect, it stands to reason to believe that the new EIL paradigm 

should not entirely obliterate the bond between English and the culture of the countries in 

which it is spoken as a first or second language.  

Within the realm of coursebook design, Tyrer (2012) draws on Pieterse (1995) and Robertson 

(1992) to elaborate on the concepts of ‘hybridisation’ and ‘glocalisation’. Such theories 

postulate that, instead of local cultures being ridden over roughshod by Western-produced 

artefacts, textbooks should adapt to reflect a blend of cultures which include that of the 

students. Although some publishing companies have made noteworthy attempts in this field, 

these tailor-made editions basically idolise the importance of the local, have limited 

distribution and are marginal against the backdrop of EFL publications worldwide. In a 

similar vein, Solhi & Inal (2014) propound that greater attention should be paid to both the 
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source culture and international culture, since Inner-Circle countries are insufficient sources 

of suitable cultural content.  

Gray (2006: 29) mentions Freebairn’s (2000) notion of ‘skeleton coursebook’, a sort of 

general-purpose textbook available on CD-ROM/DVD format which can be supplemented by 

updated content material and hands-on, culture-based activities. Another possibility would 

entail creating a DIY online textbook that could be put together jointly by teachers and 

students according to the latter’s level, needs and interests. No matter how pedagogically 

commendable this endeavour may seem to improve students’ meaningful learning, raise ICC 

and foster students-teacher rapport, I believe such an initiative would greatly compound 

teachers’ workload and leave too much responsibility on their shoulders. To this it must be 

added that numerous studies have evinced teachers’ limited knowledge about world cultures 

and cross-cultural issues, which might make them refrain from embarking on the intercultural 

approach (Sercu et al. 2005). To Gray’s mind, the most suitable option would be that put 

forward by Pulverness (2003), according to whom more regionally-located publishing 

endeavours which also involved teachers should be promoted to develop an alternative to the 

‘one size fits all’ tenet on which the global coursebook pivots nowadays. 

2.5.3 Coursebooks as agents of change 

Given the relevance of coursebooks in FLT explained in 2.5.1, they can serve as an unrivalled 

tool to foster cross-cultural awareness and ICC. More importantly, if the latter aims to build 

bridges between individuals from different cultures and turn students into successful 

mediators, textbooks should provide teachers with suggestions and tasks to make students 

reflect upon ‘otherness’, compare the newly introduced culture with their own and, above all, 

engage in interaction with a view to experiencing first-hand the roles they are expected to 

accomplish. According to Lund (2007), in order to arouse students’ positive attitudes to 

foreign cultures, learners should be presented with input that reflects everyday situations and 

real people with whom students can identify. Such a proposal recalls that of Risager (1991: 

183), who advocated the inclusion of ‘micro-level texts’ about people with “feelings, 

attitudes, values and perceived problems.” Similarly, following Lund (2007), illustrations of 

foreign countries should be recognisable as authentic and believable, whereas idealised, 

shallow representations and descriptions ought to be avoided. In turn, topics should be 

motivating and suitable to students’ needs and interests to ensure the achievement of ICC. 
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With respect to task design, it should be borne in mind that one of the tenets of 

Communicative Language Teaching (henceforth CLT) is that classroom activities serve to 

attain communicative goals through interaction. A remark ought to be made at this point to 

highlight the fact that the ‘intercultural’ approach does not aim to supersede or belittle the 

accomplishments of Task-Based Learning or other methods within CLT. Quite the opposite, it 

builds on them to mould activities to fulfil the needs of a globalised world in need of more 

interculturally competent citizens who are able to deal with more realistic contexts which 

require the employment of new skills (cf. Corbett 2003: 4). In this respect, Nunan (1989) 

conceived communicative tasks as the result of six intervening components: 

 
Image 4: The components of a task (Nunan 1989: 11) 

In the intercultural approach, these elements can be fittingly adjusted to make them cross-

culturally meaningful at will in order to heighten students’ awareness while at the same time 

improve their communicative skills. Out of the most relevant existing proposals (Scheu 1996, 

Pulverness 2003, Huber & Reynolds 2014, Moeller & Nugent 2014), I will delve into 

Tomlinson and Masuhara’s (2004) because it is more oriented towards coursebook activities. 

They distinguish 5 types:  

1. Text Driven activities, in which students are requested to think about their 

experiences concerning a specific topic.  

2. D.I.E. (Description, Interpretation, Evaluation), in which students are provided with 

a description of the setting of an intercultural encounter. They have to think about how 

interlocutors perceive and assess the encounter. After that, they suggest repair 

strategies. 

3. Simulations, which basically take the shape of traditional role plays, after which 

students discuss the encounter and interpret the actions of the interlocutors. 

4. Scenarios, which are also role-plays in which groups of students are given a specific 

role to perform during an encounter between two people. A member from one group 
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enacts his/her role with a member from the other group. The interesting, innovative 

element about this task is that a group can call a ‘time out’ in order to give their 

delegate advice or even replace him/her. After that, both groups reflect on the 

encounter, debate on any misunderstanding or difficulty they experienced and suggest 

what remedial action ought to have been taken to avoid or amend them.  

5. Task Driven Activities, which entail learners considering cultural factors with a 

view to attaining a communicative goal. After some time for preparation in groups, 

they record their enactment and then listen to a genuine performance of the task. 

Finally, they compare both performances and the teacher prompts discussion.    

2.5.4 Types of coursebooks vis-à-vis the representation of the cultural 

component 

Although it referred to teaching materials in general, Cortazi & Jin’s (1999) classification can 

serve us as a first, general approach towards a typology of coursebooks. They proposed a 

threefold distinction in relation to the types of cultural information that can be dealt with in 

class. They distinguished between textbooks that focus on students’ own culture, those which 

aim at the target culture in which a foreign language is spoken as a first language and, thirdly, 

those which have an international scope and include cultures in both English and non-English 

speaking countries. 

Following the line of what was argued in 2.5.2, Skopinskaja (2003) suggests that coursebooks 

fall into two broad categories: those that are internationally produced and those which are 

edited locally. The former can have a twofold orientation according to whether they deal with 

culture-specific or culture-general issues. The latter, in turn, are made by at least one non-

native author and suitably comply with national syllabuses. They also incorporate issues and 

themes with which FL students are familiar and attempt to foster students’ awareness of their 

own cultural identity and the target culture’s.   

From a closely related perspective, Lund (2007) distinguishes three types: a) coursebooks 

which focus on Inner-Circle countries’ culture (mainly UK and USA), b) those which teach 

English as an international language, thus including cultures outside the English-speaking 

world and conceiving English as a lingua franca, and c) those which establish a connection 

between ELT and students’ own culture.  

A different typology worth mentioning for our purposes is that posited by Damen (1987) as 

quoted by Méndez (2003: 31-32). Instead of the type of culture they broach, she focuses on 
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the pedagogical goals they seek to attain. In her view, coursebooks fall into three main 

categories: 1) traditional coursebooks, the main objective of which is to develop students’ 

language skills, culture being overlooked, 2) communicative textbooks, geared to perfect 

students’ skills, with a special emphasis on developing their speaking proficiency, and 3) 

language-culture coursebooks, which are designed to encompass language and culture 

learning with a view to enhancing more well-rounded communicative competence. The latter 

type of coursebooks are further divided into: 

 a) thematic, which generally hinge on the presentation of cultural patterns. 

b) developing, which have a transformational goal so that students achieve 

acculturation or intercultural competence.  

c) eclectic, which are a blend of the former two. 

Once I have discussed the aspects related to the relevance of coursebooks in FLT, their types 

and how they can contribute to fostering ICC, the following section is devoted to the analysis 

of the most prominent studies which have been undertaken to ascertain how the cultural 

component is reflected in EFL coursebooks. 

2.6. Most salient research on coursebook analysis  

One of the most significant facts which accrues from existing literature is the conspicuous 

disproportion between the numerous theoretical studies advocating the infusion of 

intercultural issues into FLT and the scant practical works aiming to gauge how that is 

reflected in adult EFL/EIL coursebook design. Such paucity of research has been 

foregrounded by authors like Risager & Chapelle (2013) among many others. After research 

on the matter conducted for this dissertation, I would add that, apart from scarce, the existing 

studies tend to be piecemeal and variegated.  

There are, indeed, checklists available intended to guide teachers in the fundamental decision-

making process of choosing a coursebook (Byram 1994, Cunningsworth 1995, Areizaga 

2002, Paricio 2005). Enlightening and time-saving as they may be, it is no less true that they 

only provide a ‘predictive’ (Ellis 1997), cursory insight into the matter without actually 

examining a series of textbooks. In addition, quite frequently proper coursebook analyses tend 

to be too general (Criado 2007, Gómez 2015) or focus on a very specific issue from a one-

sided perspective. By way of example, Yuen’s (2011) study avoids the analysis of illustrations 

or the type of cultural awareness activities involved, whereas Tyrer’s (2012) focuses 

exclusively on the latter. Conversely, there are more ambitious, thoroughgoing works, but by 
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and large they centre on compulsory education rather than adult FLT, the main goal of the 

present study. On other occasions, textbook studies employ different perspectives and data-

gathering methods which yield results that bear little comparison. In an attempt to provide an 

overall picture of the scenario, Risager and Chapelle (2013: 3) distinguish research carried out 

using quantitative content analysis, qualitative discourse analysis and other studies which are 

based on rather impressionistic interpretations of coursebooks. 

Given that, owing to space constraints, it is not feasible to provide a detailed overview of the 

different analyses hitherto, in what follows I will focus on those which relate more closely to 

the goals and methodology of the present study. One of the most seminal works of this kind 

was carried out by Risager (1991) following Byram and Esarte-Sarries’ (1991: 180) criteria 

for a coursebook evaluation model. Risager analysed elementary EFL textbooks used in 

Scandinavian schools from a fourfold dimension: 

a) the macro-social level, dealing with social, political and historical matters (facts). 

b) the micro-social level, having to do with social and cultural anthropology about 

characters (environment, interaction and subjectivity). 

c) international and intercultural issues. 

d) style and point of view of the author(s) (modality). 

MACRO-SOCIAL 

LEVEL 

MICRO-SOCIAL 

LEVEL 

INTERNATIONAL & 
INTERCULTURAL 

ISSUES 

STYLE & POINT 

OF VIEW 

- Broad social facts 

about contemporary 

society 

(geographical, 

economic, political, 

etc.) 

-Broad socio-politic-

al problems 

(pollution, 

unemployment) 

- Historical back-

ground 

-Social and 

geographical 

definition of 

characters 

-Material 

environment 

-Situations of 

interaction 

-Interaction and 

subjectivity of the 

characters 

- Comparisons between 

the foreign country and 

the pupils’ own 

-Mutual representations, 

stereotypes 

- Mutual relations: 

cultural power of 

dominance, cooperation 

and conflict 

Attitudes (positive, 

negative, critical) 

towards the 

foreign culture and 

predominant style 

 

 

 

 
Table 2. The sociocultural element in Scandinavian coursebooks (Risager 1991: 182-183) 
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The main shortcoming of her research is that she only provided general conclusions without 

offering any sort of results or factual information stemming from the application of her model. 

However, the inclusion of intercultural aspects has to be acknowledged. 

A decade later, Méndez (2003) conducted a much more comprehensive study of 6th-Form 

EFL coursebooks used in Spain which is particularly interesting for the purposes of this 

Master’s Dissertation. Apart from deploying a neatly-defined method and clearly-arranged 

data-gathering grids to back up her arguments, she dealt with manifold aspects like culture-

related topics, illustrations, characters and their everyday routines, and national and 

international issues. In addition, she examined the different coursebooks’ objectives, the 

treatment of stereotypes and, quite interestingly, she analysed how the cultural component 

was assessed –if at all– and suggested activities and skills to fully exploit the (inter)cultural 

component in the classroom (cf. Appendix II). Unlike other studies reviewed here, she did not 

deem it suitable to study the teacher materials provided with the coursebooks. 

Although it is not a thorough coursebook analysis properly speaking as the author herself 

admits, but rather a qualitative study combining interviews and grids with multiple-choice 

options ranging from 0 (‘Not at all’) to 4 (‘Completely’), Skopinskaja’s (2003) proposal is 

worth quoting, especially the last criterion of her method. The author, together with her 

research team, studied secondary education coursebooks, workbooks, cassettes, videotapes, 

CDs, teacher books at an intermediate level (13-16 age-group). They designed an evaluation 

checklist of FLT materials from an intercultural perspective, and then analysed a series of 

materials for teaching French using those criteria. For coursebook examination, they 

addressed the following issues: 

1. The rationale behind FL teaching and the design of the materials with regard to the 

correspondence of coursebook goals and students’ conceptual framework, needs and the 

suitability of the topics employed in the coursebooks. 

2. The cultural content of the teaching materials and character representation concerning 

age, race, interests, and the like. 

3. The presentation of content through:  

a) cultural knowledge, including objective facts about history, political or religious 

information to deal with the national identity of the target language, as well as the 

presentation of different ethnic groups , socio-political problems and stereotypes of 

all kinds, and reference to the students’ own culture.   
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b) attitudinal perspective, whether a feeling of empathy and understanding is 

promoted, as well as that of national identity. This criterion also takes into 

consideration whether teaching materials prepare learners for successful intercultural 

encounters. 

c) intercultural perspective, which entails comparing the target culture with their own 

and drawing conclusions about mutual representations and stereotypes in both 

cultures. 

d) culture-and-language perspective, which has to do with the relationship between 

sociocultural and sociolinguistic issues.  

Although some of the criteria in 3 overlap, a few concepts are subject to interpretation and 

data-gathering procedures are to a great extent qualitative and subjectively interpretive, 

Skopinskaja’s attempt (2003) is significant in that it examines attitudes/skills fostering 

cultural self-reflection and intercultural understanding (cf. Appendix III). 

Gray’s (2006) doctoral thesis stands out as a fundamental reference study because it is both 

all-embracing and also suits our purposes, since it focuses on adult ELT coursebooks.  He 

maintains that an analysis framework based on a representational repertoire –understood as 

the collection of ideas, images and ways of talking present in a coursebook– is more 

convenient than traditional methods drawing on a pre-specified set of topics which convey 

some sort of cultural content. He claims that such types of approaches normally leave out the 

visual component of textbooks, to which he ascribes great importance. For this reason, he 

suggests a more thorough scheme based on semiotics to analyse artwork by differentiating 

representational, interactive and compositional meanings (2006: 77), each one of these 

elements being subdivided into other components. As to the examination of texts (both oral 

and written), Gray bases his analysis on a three-pronged framework:  

a) traditional skills and components (grammar, vocabulary, phonology and reading, 

writing, listening and speaking-oriented activities), together with the elements which 

have to be taken into consideration. 

b) secondary environments, including themes, characters and situational aspects. 

c) point of view, which deals with the goal of comprehension/follow-up activities to 

gauge whether or not they foster students’ adoptions of certain roles so as to raise 

intercultural awareness.   
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Gray’s study does not take into consideration occurrences of cultures in contact as a 

fundamental element in facilitating ICC. However, it must be credited for giving paramount 

relevance to illustrations, for creating a clear typology to register accent types and for 

recording not only types of (inter)culture-related topics, but the number of occurrences as well 

(cf. Appendix IV).  

A year later, Lund (2007) produced a commendable study of lower-secondary EFL textbooks 

used in Norwegian schools. He employed a combination of quantitative and qualitative data-

gathering procedures.  In relation to the former, he used content analysis to count the lines 

associated with cultural elements and coded them as pertaining to a series of different 

categories. However, as he himself admits, this process is rendered meaningless if it is not 

supplemented and interpreted in the light of qualitative research. Such an approach entails 

thoroughly studying text types and providing an explanation for the choices of texts in 

coursebooks. His study hinges on six main criteria: 

1. He first distinguishes between texts with culture-specific reference and those without, 

and for the former he devises six sub-categories: a) information-focused texts, b) fictional 

texts and other ‘authentic’ texts, c) fairy tales and fables, d) jokes and anecdotes, e) 

textbook dialogues, and f) monologues and interviews.  

2. Countries and cultures dealt with, through which he is able to ascertain whether 

textbooks still adhere to traditionally prevailing cultures or, conversely, promote teaching 

of English as an International Language.  

3. Text types. Lund disregards the longstanding text typology (narrative, descriptive, 

expository, and the like) on the grounds that it is not really fruitful for his purposes. 

Instead, he uses Risager’s (1991) distinction between macro and micro level texts and 

also employs Selander’s (1995) distinction between ostensive, narrative and discursive 

texts. 

4. Content areas. Lund groups prose texts into three content areas, which may seem too 

vague to account for the wide range of topics existing. The areas are ‘History and cultural 

heritage’, ‘Contemporary issues and general information’ and ‘Presentation of individual 

people’. 

5. In relation to exercises, the author puts special emphasis on those tasks which are 

geared to enhance students’ awareness of sociocultural aspects and contexts from a 

receptive and productive perspective. 
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6. Concerning the students’ perspective, Lund analyses the possibilities that are provided 

for students to obtain empowerment and become the agents of their own learning process, 

whereby they are given “the opportunity to define their own needs and to carve out their 

own identity as users of the foreign language.” (2007: 105) 

In addition, Lund carries out a thoroughgoing study of both illustrations and language variety, 

including accents, dialects, native vs non-native speakers and factual information about EIL. 

Because of the all-embracing nature of its scope, the clarity of exposition and the relevance 

awarded to examining tasks to ensure whether they foster student’s ICC and learning 

empowerment, Lund’s doctoral thesis can deservedly be thought of as one of the most 

enlightening works which has been written about ELT coursebook analysis (cf. Appendix V).     

Weninger and Kiss’ (2013) paper is also worth-quoting because it suggests a new approach to 

textbook evaluation. Expanding their 2009 article, they propound a semiotics-based study 

which exceeds traditional culture-content studies. In their view, coursebooks should be 

analysed according to the potential diversity of meanings they stimulate by means of their 

textual and visual elements instead of only focusing on a one-sided, favoured interpretation. 

Although such an approach can undoubtedly open up new lines of research and yield relevant 

insights into task implementation and the enhancement of students’ culture-awareness, it is 

exclusively qualitative and extremely subjective, which may impair its validity and 

replicability if undertaken by different researchers. 

Two recent pieces of research have been carried out by Larrea (2015) and Raigón & Larrea 

(2015). Although they are similar in nature and the latter is more inclusive concerning the 

range of coursebooks under study, the former enjoys a slightly deeper insight. Larrea focuses 

on B1 adult coursebooks from three of the most renowned publishing companies. She first 

divides culture-related occurrences as belonging to itemised culture-general or culture-

specific issues following Paige et al. (1999) and Lee (2009). The former elements are broken 

down into the three culture categories propounded by Byram (1997) –knowledge, attitudes 

and behaviour–. Each occurrence is counted and noted by skill on a 10-item list. In relation to 

culture-specific topics, Larrea distinguishes between C-culture and c-culture issues. The 

former’s occurrences are also grouped by skill and 14 topics, while there are 16 for the latter 

(cf. Appendix VI). Although it does not cover visual content, analyse if World Englishes are 

provided through written or oral input or mention whether there are any activities aimed at 

raising students’ intercultural awareness, the most salient features of her study are its 

topicality and the fact that culture-related issues are counted and grouped according to skill. 
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Thus, the reader can easily gather which skill is favoured to reflect the cultural component in 

each coursebook and which textbook stands out as being the most sensitive to culture-related 

aspects.  

3. A STUDY ON THE INTERCULTURAL COMPONENT IN EFL TE XTBOOKS 

USED IN OFFICIAL SCHOOLS OF LANGUAGES IN THE VALENC IAN 

COMMUNITY 

3.1. Research design 

The present investigation is practical in nature. It is an instance of primary, analytic research 

which pursues a deductive goal. Although its approach can be deemed as eminently 

qualitative, it is no less true that the tools used for data collection are objective. In addition, 

basic mathematical calculations are employed in data analysis to minimise the degree of 

inaccuracy derived from subjectivity or ambivalence of interpretation.  

3.2. Sample 

3.2.1. Coursebooks chosen 

The reason for choosing the textbooks for analysis pivots exclusively on a numerical fact. I 

have gleaned the different choices of coursebook for B2 (for the academic year 2016-2017) in 

each one of the 15 OSLs existing nowadays in the Valencian Community according to the 

information available on their websites, and have noted the highest number of occurrences. It 

should be highlighted that in 3 OSLs (Benidorm, Valencia and Xàtiva) there is more than one 

textbook used, which is due to teacher preference. All incidences have been factored in. 

Castellón’s OSL uses a coursebook that is different from the ones under study here, which has 

been considered negligible for our interests. The results can be summarised as follows: 

Coursebook title Nº of OSLs using it 

English File Upper Intermediate (Oxford 
University Press) 

11 

Empower B2 (Cambridge University Press) 4 

Cutting Edge Upper Intermediate (Pearson 
Education Limited) 

3 

Table 3. Total number of most popular B2 coursebooks chosen in OSLs in the Valencian Community 

As can be easily gathered, the supremacy of English File Upper Intermediate (henceforth EF) 

as the most popular choice is overwhelming. In this respect, it should be noted that it has been 
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out since 2014 and is the offshoot of the successful New English File Upper Intermediate. 

Conversely, Empower B2 (henceforth Emp.) has no same-titled precedent and ought to be 

understood as a completely new collection. Because it was first published in 2016 –with only 

one full teaching year having elapsed up to the present day–, it can be said to have enjoyed a 

promising start. Cutting Edge Upper Intermediate (henceforth CE), in turn, has been on the 

market since 2013, for which reason it can be concluded that it cannot vie with the others for 

popularity. The fact that Oxford University Press and Cambridge University Press have 

traditionally cornered the market can account for CE’s only modest success. 

3.2.2. Level of proficiency chosen 

The level of proficiency chosen (B2, as stated above) is by no means random, but rather based 

on the fact that students at this stage enjoy a great deal of autonomy and sufficient proficiency 

to engage in a wide range of conversations and to express their views with relative ease. In 

relation to this, the 2001 CEFR specifies that –among other skills– students having completed 

this level  

[c]an interact with a degree of fluency and spontaneity that makes regular interaction 

with native speakers quite possible without strain for either party. Can produce clear, 

detailed text on a wide range of subjects and explain a viewpoint on a topical issue 

giving the advantages and disadvantages of various options” (2001: 24).  

Since talking about cultures and their manifold manifestations and implications can pose a 

challenge to B1 students, it was felt that B2 was the ideal stage on which to focus scrutiny. 

3.3. Instrument description 

I have designed the instrument for the present study by drawing on the numerous works cited 

in 2.6, and most particularly on Méndez’s (2003), Tomlinson and Masuhara’s (2004), Gray’s 

(2006), Lund’s (2007), Tyrer’s (2012) and Larrea’s (2015). However, I have not restricted 

myself to adopting their frequently overlapping –and at times mutually exclusive– instruments 

and categories. Instead, I have carried out a fine-grained analysis of their proposals to adapt 

them to meet the goals of the present study and the specificities of the coursebooks.  

Apart from that, the instrument is in close keeping with the aspects reviewed in the literature 

section with a view to providing greater internal coherence between the theoretical principles 

expounded there and the results and conclusions obtained after the application of the research 

engine and the interpretation of the findings. 
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3.4. Data collection 

As stated in 3.1, the goal of the present study is an eminently scientific one, for which reason 

only verifiable, objective data are considered. Aspects which can be open to interpretation or 

which could be applied subjectively by prospective researchers have been purposely rejected. 

Therefore, an Excel spreadsheet with three tabs has been used in order to gather data. Each 

tab is devoted to one of the coursebooks under study and contains the tables described below 

(cf. Appendix VII to have an overall perspective of the completed tables). Furthermore, with a 

view to ensuring a bias-free, science-based handling of data which guarantees maximum 

external reliability and replicability, scroll-down lists have been used to register occurrences 

for all the fields which are subject to analysis.  

 
Image 5. Screenshot of the data-gathering process for ‘Culture-based activities’ 

The scope of the present study encompasses 4 different realms: ‘Written texts’, ‘Oral texts’, 

‘Images’ and ‘Culture-based activities’. Each one of the fields is then broken down into 

subcategories, which are specified throughout the following subsections. While a general 

layout was devised prior to delving into the coursebooks, it should be underscored that the 

categories on the tables have been determined and shaped following the painstaking analysis 

of the textbooks. In addition, for the sake of convenience when interpreting the results, a 

‘Comments’ column has been added. It includes an objective explanation of the cultural 

content of a text, an image or noteworthy aspects about the goals of culture-based activities. 

In what follows, all the different categories are described and additional information is 

provided for those which are likely to be more elusive.  

3.4.1. Written texts 

The goal of this field is to assess how many and what type of culture-related aspects are 

broached by means of reading comprehension texts. As can be seen, there are 5 subcategories, 
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namely ‘Perspective’, ‘Cultural content’, ‘Characters mentioned’, ‘Cultures in contact’ and 

the concept of ‘English as a world language’.  

 

Image 6. Collection of categories and subcategories of analysis for ‘Written texts’ 

‘Perspective’ (A) refers to the viewpoint from which the information or story is told. ‘1st 

person’ concerns those texts in which the information/story is written by the character in it, 

while ‘3rd person’ is used when the information/story refers to somebody else different from 

who has theoretically written the text. In turn, ‘Other’ is employed when there are no human 

characters involved, but rather objective, factual information or events being recounted.  

As far as ‘Cultural content’ (B) is concerned, it has been divided into three subsections. The 

first one (B1) aims to determine whether the content in the text refers to a specific culture or, 

otherwise, has no cultural bond whatsoever, as will be the case for a significant number of 

occurrences. It should be highlighted that for subsections A, B & C only the texts which 
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present a certain degree of insight into a  specific culture are considered, since there is little –

if any– knowledge of otherness in a text dealing with how to react in common medical 

emergencies or about what generally irritates people, to name but a couple of examples. 

However, all written texts have been taken into consideration to analyse subsections D & E. 

‘Cultural content (Topic)’ (B2) refers to the content dealt with in the text. In line with what 

was said before, the different topics have been determined by the content of all the texts in the 

three coursebooks and those suggested by the CEFR for the level, together with one which 

was intentionally included to gauge the presence of truly cross-cultural examples: ‘Cultural 

traits and culture shock’. As was explained in section 2.1.2, ‘Cultural content (Depth)’ (B3) 

refers to the profundity with which the topic is treated. 

‘Characters mentioned’ (C) encompasses 6 subcategories: age, gender, race, type of character, 

nationality and celebrity. It should be pointed out, however, that the ‘Race’ criterion has been 

factored in by resorting to the images which generally accompany the written texts. I believe 

that, for the sake of convenience and close relationship to the other co-elements, it belongs 

here rather than in the ‘Images’ section, where it would have been studied as an isolated 

element. Apart from this, ‘Celebrity’ has been used in a comprehensive way, since it refers to 

both well-known personalities and prominent figures who have accomplished deeds or, 

conversely, to others who made monumental blunders which make them noteworthy. 

Another category which is particularly interesting for the purposes of this study is that of 

‘Cultures in contact’ (D), which concerns with whether the texts mention cross-cultural 

encounters or episodes of culture shock. Abbreviations of Kachru’s circles (1985) as 

mentioned in 2.4.1 are used for the sake of brevity. It should be noted that only encounters 

between individuals from different cultures have been considered; in other words, a 

conversation between two strangers from the same country has not been factored in. 

The last category which might warrant further explanation is ‘English as a world language’ 

(E), which aims to glean examples through which texts refer to English as a lingua franca (and 

the ensuing benefits of commanding it) and others which contain written dialectal varieties of 

English from the multiple areas in which it is used. 
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3.4.2. Oral texts 

 

Image 7. Collection of categories and subcategories of analysis for ‘Oral texts’ 

Some of the categories used to gather information from oral texts coincide with those 

employed in written texts, namely ‘Perspective’, ‘Cultural content’, ‘Characters’, and 

‘Cultures in contact’. Additionally, ‘Type’ (B) refers to the sort of spoken format which is 

being delivered. This item is of particular interest insomuch as conversations or interviews are 

more likely to include intercultural aspects than monologues or biographies.  

‘Characters speaking’ (D), unlike in written texts, refers to the features of the speakers rather 

than to what is being said. The reason for this is that what is particularly relevant here are the 

traits of the speaker who is uttering the text instead of its content, which is analysed in the 

‘Cultural content’ category (C). Apart from this, two fields have been removed from D, 

namely ‘Type of character’ and ‘Nationality’. In relation to the former, such a decision has 

been made owing to the fact that recordings are generally devoid of context, which in most 

cases makes it impossible to determine whether speakers are native residents or not; in other 
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cases, it would have entailed wild guessing, which would have impaired the reliability of the 

study. The same dearth of information applies to ‘Nationality’, to which it must be added that 

the only hint of speakers’ origin derives from their accent, which has a separate subcategory 

in F: ‘Accent’.  

Finally, ‘Varieties’ is related to ‘English as a world language’ in 3.4.1, the difference being 

that it now refers to the different accents speakers present and whether there are any non-

native speakers (henceforth NNS).  

3.4.3. Images 

 
Image 8. Collection of categories and subcategories of analysis for ‘Images’ 

With respect to illustrations, ‘Type’ (A) focuses on the type of image used to support the 

information given in the written or oral texts. In turn, ‘Content displayed’ (B) refers to what 

illustrations depict, while ‘Cultures in contact’ (C) examines whether images reflect cross-

cultural encounters. The latter specifies the types of cultures interacting and, very importantly, 

whether there are any visual, underlying roles of dominance of one over the other. Again, 

abbreviations for the nomenclature of Kachru’s circles (1985) have been employed. 

3.4.4. Culture-based activities 

 
Image 9. Collection of categories and subcategories of analysis for ‘Culture-based activities’ 
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Last but not least, culture-oriented activities should underpin the syllabuses of coursebooks 

aimed at enhancing students’ cultural awareness and endow the latter with skills and strategies 

so that they become successful cross-cultural speakers and effective mediators. Therefore, a 

comprehensive study geared at ascertaining the suitability of coursebooks to satisfy this ever-

growing need in FLT should consider such classroom tasks an indisputable priority. 

Intercultural awakening and mediation expertise are generally attained through production-

oriented activities based on speaking and writing activities, which are the types of tasks that 

are the focus of the study at this point. In order to analyse them, three categories have been 

established: ‘Focus’ (A) refers to the culture which is dealt with, ‘Grouping’ (B) is geared to 

gauge whether activities foster individual reflection, group discussion or general class 

debates, and ‘Type’ (C) focuses on the sort of tasks being used. Within this latter category, 5 

main kinds of activities have been distinguished, for which I have used two proposed by Stern 

(2003) –cultural capsule and cultural adaptation– and merged, renamed and extended those 

suggested by Tomlinson and Masuhara (2004). For the sake of enlightenment, a brief 

definition of the subcategories in C is provided below: 

a) Analytical, which are equivalent to Tomlinson and Masuhara's ‘Text-Driven 

Activities’. Their goal is to make students reflect on their own experiences in relation to a 

particular topic which has been presented through reading or listening input. In addition, 

students can be asked to analyse an aspect of that culture and give their opinion about it.  

b) Cultural capsule, in which students have to briefly present an aspect of the foreign 

culture they have been previously assigned with. 

c) Cultural adaptation tasks, in which students are provided with a troublesome cross-

cultural incident, followed by multiple-choice format answers where only one option is 

suitable. This task is followed by a debate in which arguments are given to justify the 

suitability of the correct option and the inappropriateness of the others.  

d) Role-plays, which encompass Tomlinson & Masuhara's ‘Simulations’ and ‘Scenarios’. 

Students are provided with a description of the context of a cultural encounter, then they 

are given roles and after that they perform the role-play. Ideally, a debate about the 

achievements and the shortcomings of the task should ensue. 

e) Mediation-based tasks, which are enriched, more ambitious activities than role plays. 

Students have to act as mediators between people from different cultures who speak 

different languages, thus serving as a cultural and linguistic problem-solving bridge.  
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3.5. Data analysis 

As was mentioned in 3.4, an Excel spreadsheet with three tabs has been used to gather data. 

To count and analyse it more conveniently and scientifically, Excel filters have been 

employed. Findings are presented in tables, which include the number of occurrences of each 

element per textbook. Because of the particular features of the books can yield uneven results 

as to the number of occurrences, the percentages of items against the other occurrences within 

the same coursebook and subcategory are provided in brackets. Furthermore, mathematical 

mode will also be occasionally used to point out the most frequent occurrences. 

4. RESULTS  

By way of introduction, it should be underscored that Emp. and EF make no mention 

whatsoever of culture-related issues in their tables of contents or blurbs. Conversely, CE 

includes a specific section called ‘World Culture’ every even-numbered unit. It has a column 

devoted in its table of contents shared with the content in every odd-numbered unit, aimed at 

practising functional structures (cf. Appendix VIII). In what follows, the different findings are 

presented and analysed. Due to the nature of data in this study, it should be borne in mind that 

the absence of an aspect will be as telling as the presence of others. 

4.1 Written texts 

As was justified in 3.4.1, only texts which contain a cultural bond with a specific culture –

either foreign or that of the students’– are analysed in this section. Prior to delving into the 

different categories, it is imperative to weigh up culture-bound texts against the total number 

of written texts throughout each one of the books (B.1 subcategory). 

  
Table 4. Table comparing written texts dealing with a specific culture against all occurrences (B.1)    

Although results seem to yield satisfactory figures, especially in the case of CE (53.6%) and 

Emp. (48.5%), they should be taken cautiously for a number of reasons which are explained 

later. 
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4.1.1 Perspective (A) 

 
Table 5. Table of findings for ‘Perspective’ (A) in written texts 

As can be seen from the table, there is a marked preference for using perspectives other than 

the 1st person. Emp. (53%) and CE (47%) favour the 3rd person, whereas EF opts for the 

‘Other’ viewpoint (54%). For example, image 10 corresponds to a text from Emp. which 

describes singer-songwriter Sixto Rodríguez's unsuccessful early career from a 3rd-person 

perspective. Image 11, in turn, is an EF’s example of the ‘Other’ perspective dealing with 

'extreme interviewing' for a job –the latest trend in the USA–, which consists of throwing 

bizarre questions at candidates to see how they react. 

       

Images 10 & 11. Screenshots of texts taken from Emp. (page 107) and EF (page 6) respectively 

The obvious, subsequent consequence is that texts tend to be largely objective and thus 

deprived of feelings and opinions, which has been one of the shortcomings of the traditional 

scope of FLT in relation to culture-related issues (Risager 1991: 189, Méndez 2003: 272). 

Needless to say, if students had been given the chance to access the feelings of characters, the 

latter would have seemed more true-to-life. Consequently, learners would have been able to 
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sympathise with characters more easily, which in turn would have bolstered a deeper 

understanding of otherness. 

4.1.2. Cultural content (B) 

 
Image 12. Tables of findings for ‘Cultural content’ (B) in written texts 

As can be gathered from a glimpse at the table, less than half of the topics provided are 

covered, which can be explained from the limited number of written texts dealing with 

culture-specific issues. The only one present in the three books is u (‘Personal achievements 

and fulfilled dreams’) as can be seen from the screenshots below. Image 13 shows a text about 

Paul Feldman, who dropped his job as a market analyst to make bagels, image 14 tells the 

inspiring story of Alek Wek's career as a model and her hardships to start off and image 15 

focuses on two remarkable American elderly women who made their dreams come true 

against overwhelming odds. 
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           Images 13 & 14. Screenshots of texts taken from EF (page 87) and  from CE (page 7) respectively 

 

Image 15. Screenshot of a text taken from Emp., page 120 

What is of special interest for the purpose of this study is that topics which are bound to offer 

insights into a foreign culture are conspicuous for their absence, such as b (‘Habits and 
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routines’, j (‘Festivities and celebrations’), k (‘Love and couple relationships’), s (‘Beliefs, 

feelings and emotions’) and w (‘Lifestyles’), to name but a few examples.   

As regards the depth with which those topics are treated, there is a striking similarity in the 

three books in the prevalence of C-culture issues over c-culture ones, which seems to 

perpetuate the traditional presentation of cultural issues, largely based on factual knowledge. 

Besides, it needs to be underscored that some of the c-culture occurrences are restricted to 

individuals, which prevents the insight we have gained into their lives from being generalised 

and applicable to members of the same culture. For instance, image 16 below describes chef 

Fleur Wilson's job at the British Antarctic Survey base in Rothera, and deals with what life 

and work are like there. Image 17 shows Austin Chapman, a 23-year-old film-maker who has 

begun to hear thanks to a hearing device.  

                     

Images 16 & 17. Screenshots of texts taken from Emp. (page 60) and EF (page 55) respectively  
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Lastly, the fact that there is not a single text dealing with symbolic culture is evidence of the 

extent to which coursebook designers neglect such a fundamental aspect of a foreign culture. 

4.1.3. Characters mentioned (C) 

 
Image 18. Tables of findings for ‘Characters mentioned’ (C) 

In relation to ‘Age’, all three books present an evident slant towards adult characters, with EF 

rating first due to a striking 100%. The appearance of elderly people in CE is negligible (4%), 

while it attains greater relevance in Emp., reaching almost a quarter of culture-bound 

occurrences (21%). The blatant absence of teenagers and children evinces a lack of situations 

which portray family bonds and routines, which are essential to understand one of the pillars 

of a foreign culture, not to mention if we want to gain knowledge of c-culture aspects. In light 

of this, the tendency to present the individual as an autonomous being without few or any 

family ties still prevails (Méndez 2003: 201). As a derived consequence, such a dearth will 

also restrict topics to those related to adults. 

As far as ‘Gender’ is concerned, the number of male and female characters slightly tilts 

towards the former in Emp. and CE, while there is an overwhelming majority of males in EF 

(79%). Vis-à-vis ‘Race’, white characters are in the majority throughout the three books, with 

a significant 27% of unknown characters in CE, for which no pictures or comments are 

provided. Afro-Americans are either absent from culture-related texts as in Emp. or in the 

minority: 14% in EF and 15% in CE. As can be seen from the table, other races are clearly 

underrepresented. 

With regard to ‘Type of character’, EF is overtly polarised –as was the case with ‘Age’–, 

since all characters are presented as native residents. CE also employs a vast majority of them 
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(85%), whereas Emp. makes an allowance for non-native residents (14%). In close relation to 

this subcategory, ‘Nationality’ presents a wider range of answers. Quite interestingly, British 

characters are in the majority in EF, whereas Emp. and CE opt for North-American people as 

more frequent occurrences (57% and 46%, respectively). Other nationalities from the IC tend 

to be unrepresented in all the three books (Irish, Australian), while others from the EC have 

been included, e.g. Pakistani, South African or German. From reconsidering the last three 

subcategories, it can be deduced that mainstream, present-day EFL coursebooks are heir to the 

long-standing tendency to use white, British/North-American, native resident characters in 

culture-related texts.  

Lastly, it should be foregrounded that more than three fourths of characters in Emp. and EF 

and slightly below two thirds in CE are celebrities like Steve Jobs, Ganz Gooney or Tommy 

John (Emp.), Benedict Cumberbatch, Elisabeth Moss, Winston Churchill or Nelson Mandela 

(EF) and Venus and Serena Williams, Meryl Streep or Amy Winehouse (CE), which can be 

interpreted as an attempt to make the texts more appealing to students. 

4.1.4. Different cultures in contact (D) 

 
Table 6. Table of findings for ‘Different cultures in contact’ (D) in written texts 

The information gathered in D is even more conspicuous about the dearth of cross-cultural 

encounters mentioned in written texts. No occurrences take place in CE, and only one in Emp. 

is tangentially hinted at –an advertisement looking for buddies for exchange students (cf. 

image 19)–. Such is the case of EF, in which a native resident explains her experience when 

she had to give a presentation in a Belgian IT company to a non-English speaking audience 

(cf. image 20). 
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Images 19 & 20. Screenshots of texts taken from CE (pages 52-53) and EF (page 100) respectively 

4.1.5. English as a world language (E) 

  
Image 21. Tables of findings for ‘English as a world language’ (E). 

Apropos this category, the scenario is equally wanting in occurrences: no single reference in 

the written texts is made to English being used as the world’s lingua franca in any of the 

books, and only EF includes an example of North-American spelling and lexical variations 

between British and American English (cf. images 22 & 23). Such paucity runs counter to 

what is advocated by research as to the need to encompass the wide diversity of English 

spellings and regional vocabulary worldwide. 
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Images 22 & 23. Two-part text using Am. English vocabulary, as seen in the glossary, and Am. English spelling 

(‘shopping center’), taken from EF, pages 30-31 

4.2 Oral texts 

If compared to written texts, the number of oral texts related to a specific culture is slightly 

higher for Emp. and significantly lower for EF and CE, and it is twice as large in Emp. as in 

the other two. This can be explained because Emp. devotes a section in every unit to narrating 

a story in an episodic format. It provides glimpses into the everyday lives of several 

acquainted characters which cover diverse topics and take place in different environments: in 

a café, at college or when flat-hunting (cf. Appendix IX). As can be understood, this type of 

story-telling format considerably increases the number of occurrences.  

  
Table 7. Table comparing oral texts dealing with a specific culture against all occurrences   

4.2.1. Perspective (A) 

  
Table 8. Table of findings for ‘Perspective’ (A) in oral texts 



49 
 

Both Emp. and EF show a marked preference for 1st-person oral texts over the other 

modalities, whereas CE presents a much more balanced distribution. While it is true that this 

personal approach generally favours a deeper perception of people’s feelings and opinions, it 

is no less true that, as was highlighted for written texts, in some cases such an insight refers to 

extremely specific fields and provides little enlightenment of broad cultural aspects of C2. To 

quote a few examples, in Emp. two characters talk about what it was like to attend a drama 

school or a football academy (cf. image 24) and in EF three people talk about their 

experiences of extreme weather in the UK (cf. image 25).  

          

Images 24 and 25. Screenshots of texts taken from Emp. (page 49) and EF (page 37) respectively 

4.2.2. Type (B) 

 

Table 9. Table of findings for ‘Type’ (B) 

Emp. employs a wider range of modalities to introduce listening exercises, with dialogues 

being the most usual choice (37.5%). Conversely, EF uses interviews in three fourths of the 
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occurrences, while CE employs monologues in more than half (58.3%). In this respect, it 

should be noted that EF, followed by Emp., attains a greater degree of contextualisation, since 

it is by means of interviews and dialogues that the circumstances surrounding a 

communicative exchange can be more successfully conveyed and characters more realistically 

presented. 

           

Images 26 & 27. Screenshots of a dialogue taken  Emp. (page 108) and an interview taken from EF (page 12) 

respectively 

 

 

Image 28. Screenshot of a monologue taken from CE (page 50) 
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4.2.3. Cultural content (C) 

 
Image 29. Tables of findings for ‘Cultural content’ (C) in oral texts 

The already described story extending throughout the units in Emp. encompasses several 

topics within the same episode, which have been counted separately. Consequently, their total 

number of occurrences is higher than the overall number of culture-related listening texts. 

Referring to topic distribution, only bb (‘Habits and routines’) is dealt with in the three books, 

whereas c (‘Travel, world places’), h (‘Work’), i (‘Volunteering’) and r (‘Amazing stories and 

paranormal activity’) are only covered in two of them. Emp. presents a remarkable 

predilection for h (‘Work’) and t (‘Education, learning and training’) –attributable to the 

nature of the episodic story–, while EF also opts for h (‘Work’) and, interestingly enough, for 

z (‘The environment, weather and animal world’). Quite surprisingly, CE prefers q (‘Historic 

characters and leaders’), which serves to present facts about C-culture. 

Vis-à-vis ‘Depth’, results found in Emp. and EF are at noteworthy variance with those 

gathered in written texts. In this case, the c-culture viewpoint overwhelmingly prevails over 

C-culture, with CE evenly distributing them. What remains unaltered is the blatant paucity of 

insights into the symbolic elements of a foreign culture (0%). 
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Images 30 & 31. Screenshots of Emp.’s and EF’s c-culture listening comprehension texts (pages 34 & 32 

respectively) 

 
Image 32. Sample of a CE’s c-culture listening comprehension text (page 71) 
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4.2.4. Characters speaking (D) 

  
Image 33. Tables of findings for ‘Characters speaking’ (D) 

As was the case of written texts, there is an overwhelming majority of adult speakers –over 

90% in all the books– with unusual occurrences of teenagers and elderly people. Again, such 

scarcity depicts rather a distorted representation of reality and excludes family issues as a 

fundamental element of a foreign culture. 

Regarding ‘Gender’, the number of male and female speakers is more even than for written 

texts, whereas that of ‘Race’ is highly significant: white characters are predominant again in 

all cases and there is a striking lack of information about the race of characters in EF (72.9%) 

and CE (71.9%). Needless to say, this contributes very little to finding out about people from 

other cultures and fostering intercultural encounters. 

With respect to celebrities, most oral texts do without them, unlike written texts. EF includes 

10 songs and 4 interviews with popular –yet unknown to Spanish students– people such as 

Ryan Judd –a recruitment advisor in the Human Resources department at OUP–, Julia 

Eccleshare –journalist and writer–, Candida Brady –British journalist and film maker– and 

actor Simon Callow. All these instances can prove fruitful to make students aware of deeper 

aspects of a foreign culture.  

4.2.5. Different cultures in contact (E) 

  
Table 10. Table of findings for ‘Different cultures in contact’ (E) in oral texts 
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As happened in written texts, examples of cross-cultural encounters are conspicuous for their 

absence. While it is true that results here are slightly more encouraging, they are still utterly 

insufficient. Emp. does not even yield one example and the vast majority of those provided by 

EF and CE do not portray intercultural encounters leading to a greater understanding of 

otherness. They instead depict casual encounters meant to highlight anecdotal features with a 

view to raising students’ curiosity rather than intercultural awareness. For example, in image 

34 there is a cultural encounter between two backpackers who got lost in the Amazon 

rainforest and a Bolivian army officer. There is no cultural interrelation explicitly stated, since 

the relationship is basically restricted to saving two other backpackers in danger. 

 
Image 34. Screenshot of a listening comprehension task taken from EF, page 45 

There is only one example in all the three books that portrays a truly fruitful intercultural 

encounter (CE): a short documentary about Martha, a Scottish girl who created a blog to help 

children in Malawi which has raised thousands of pounds. 

 

Image 35. Screenshot of the World Culture section in unit 10 from CE, page 124  
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4.2.6. Varieties (F) 

  
Image 36. Tables of findings for ‘Varieties’ (F) 

Concerning the different varieties of English used, Standard English unquestionably 

predominates over other accents in the three coursebooks. Polished regional UK accents –

mainly Scottish and northern English– follow in Emp., whereas EF and CE opt for American 

English (IC). In turn, EF provides examples of all modalities and all three books, albeit in a 

small percentage, include instances of International EC through Dutch, French, Spanish, 

Colombian, German, Thai or Portuguese speakers, to name but the most noteworthy 

occurrences. That being said, it should be noted that the range of speakers is quite limited in 

the three books, for which reason students recurrently hear the same accents, irrespective of 

the type. The overriding reason for this is that publishing companies resort to using a reduced 

pool of speakers to maximise resources and cut down costs. 

 

Image 37. Illustration pertaining to an EF’s ‘Colloquial English’ section, which shows a variety of nationalities 

and accents (page 13) 

In line with the foregoing, the presence of non-native speakers is minimal if compared to the 

bulk of native speakers, which yet again can be deemed insufficient to reflect a small sample 

of the conversational exchanges that occur worldwide nowadays, which take place mostly 

between NNS.  
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4.3 Images 

  
Image 38. Tables of findings for ‘Images’ 

With respect to ‘Images’, photographs exceed by far other formats such as computer-

generated images. Likewise, people are the predominant content in the three textbooks, with 

EF reaching more than three fourths of the occurrences. However, this opportunity to portray 

individuals in real-life illustrations is not taken advantage of to include individuals from 

different races or ethnic groups engaged in cross-cultural exchanges. Indeed, in EF there is 

one occurrence in which that encounter almost needs to be deduced. Examples in CE are more 

numerous yet equally wanting in reflecting actual intercultural encounters. The case of the 

charity mentioned in 4.2.5 is undoubtedly the most conspicuous example: while the video 

shows Martha and her family meeting the people they help in Malawi after a long-awaited 

visit, the pictures of Martha and the African children are separated in the book (cf. image 35). 

As might have been expected, no roles of dominance are exerted by one member of a culture 

over the other in the scarce examples mentioned. 

4.4 Culture-based activities 

 
Image 39. Tables of findings for ‘Culture-based activities’ 



57 
 

This section can be understood as the best tool to determine whether the coursebooks under 

study actually include hands-on activities to foster ICC. At a glance, it can be seen that CE 

(with 14 occurrences) and Emp. (12) outdo EF (with only 6). The former two books pay 

special attention to C2 culture, while no occurrence has been factored in for EF, which 

generally places the focus on students reflecting on their own culture. The three textbooks 

include activities which promote comparison of cultures (cf. images 40-41), while only EF 

and CE devote tasks which deal with several cultures at the same time (cf. image 42).  

        

Images 40 & 41. Screenshots of activities taken from Emp. & EF (pages 92 & 69 respectively) 

 
Image 42. Screeshot taken from CE, page 24 
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Concerning the groupings required to carry them out (B), Emp. leaves the onus to the teacher 

for most of them, since no suggestion is made in that regard (58.3%). 33% of them need pairs, 

while individual activities represent just 1%. Conversely, EF favours pair work (83.3%), 

unlike CE, which mainly opts for individual tasks (50%) aimed at single-handed research 

based on cultural capsules. The groupings for a considerable percentage of those activities 

(28.7%) are left to the teacher’s judgement, while buzz groups are used in a couple of tasks 

(14.2%).   

      

Images 43 & 44. Samples of pair-based speaking activities from Emp. and EF (pages 25 & 53 respectively). 
 
  

 

Image 45. Sample of an individual task (cultural capsule) from CE, page 125 
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 ‘Type’ (C) tasks are the real test bed to gauge the books’ actual inclination to kindle students’ 

appreciation of interculturality and its benefits. Analytical activities predominate in the three 

books, which means that reflection is privileged over performance. Emp. uses role plays 

twice, but the tasks are not  aimed at raising learners’ mindfulness of otherness (cf. image 43). 

EF activities provide the most superficial insight into a foreign culture in that they generally 

deal with a motley set of C-culture issues and consist of basic questions about C1 or personal 

experiences following written or oral texts (cf. images 46-48).  

             

Images 46-48. Sample of a C-culture-based speaking activity from EF, pages 27, 105 &110 

Unlike the other coursebooks, CE employs cultural capsules in the ‘World Culture’ sections 

(cf. image 45). 

By way of conclusion, it could be said that the approach adopted in these types of activities is 

unquestionably traditional and offers limited opportunities for students to gain knowledge of 

otherness or to place themselves as foreigners or as “the other” in cross-cultural encounters. 

This is further evinced by the fact that there is not a single occurrence of mediation-based 

tasks or proper role-plays targeted at raising students’ intercultural awareness. This is not 

quite attributable to the activities themselves, but rather to the fact that the books’ authors 

refrain from fully exploiting them to make them truly interculturally meaningful. For 

example, in Emp. the episodic story in sections C could have included a foreign character to 
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illustrate cultural shock. More specifically, in 1C a character explains to another one how to 

operate a coffee machine. In exercise 6 students are asked to choose a process from 3 options 

and explain it to their partners. This opportunity could have been used to carry out a role-play 

in which a student, following some previous research, had to describe the stages of a C2-

related process to a foreigner, namely how to make a traditional British dish. 

 

Image 49. Screenshot of a speaking activity from Emp., page 15 

In turn, in EF –unit 7B–  the meaning of universal gestures and grimaces is explained. This 

was an unrivalled opportunity to have shown what different gestures mean in different 

cultures and in what ways they may entail cross-cultural misunderstanding or conflict. Such a 

c-culture-based activity would have been both enlightening and motivating. 

 

Image 50. Section 7B from English File, pages 68-69. 
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Lastly, in CE –unit 7B– there is a survey of media facts and figures in the UK. Students could 

have been asked to conduct a survey among their family and acquaintances and then compare 

results in pairs. Then, a class debate could have been organised to exchange findings, discover 

similarities and differences and explore the possible causes for the latter. 

  
Image 51. Screenshot of a survey from Cutting Edge, pages 68-69. 

5. DISCUSSION 

Because of the similarities in nomenclature of some of the categories in 4 and because the 

analysis of the findings was made throughout parallel subsections, research questions will be 

answered in a separate section for the sake of clarity. As an overall conclusion, it can be stated 

that, as Lund regretted (2007: 290), the textbooks examined pay limited attention to culture-

related issues and include insufficient tasks aimed at fostering ICC. Interestingly enough, in 

contrast to his findings, the three coursebooks analysed here do not provide enough 

information about foreign people or present cross-cultural encounters.  

In relation to the first research question, culture-related written texts overwhelmingly feature 

white, adult native residents. The same holds true for oral texts, although there are a 

remarkable number of cases for which no information about the character is provided due to 

lack of images and captions including names and nationalities (cf. Méndez 2003: 199). 

Greater cosmopolitanism in races and life situations ought to be fostered to truly represent the 

essence of present-day societies. They should also portray ‘real’ characters and not be 

“exclusively sourced from western image banks and advertising agencies” (Tyrer 2012: 227). 
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In addition, despite their relevance, details about the circumstances surrounding written and 

oral texts are also scarce, as Lund lamented more than a decade ago (2007: 182). 

Concerning content, although there are oral texts which present c-culture topics, they can be 

thought of as isolated cases showing characters’ experiences and feelings, which make it 

difficult for students to attain an overall understanding of the identifying traits of a foreign 

culture (cf. Larrea 2015: 165). Within C-culture, cultural geography is blatantly absent, as 

generally is the historical perspective, whose most significant milestones often constitute a 

society’s common knowledge. However, what is most remarkable is the absence of symbolic 

elements of C2, which are of paramount relevance inasmuch as they encapsulate the shared 

values of a culture. This cursory treatment and haphazard choice of topics and texts suggest 

that there is not a clear, sound goal concerning culture in coursebook design. One has the 

feeling that such choice is based on anecdotal facts or surprising events with a view to 

increasing adult students’ interest, which unmistakably falls short when trying to faithfully 

portray any given foreign culture. Therefore, more topics which can be extrapolated to whole 

cultures ought to be introduced, and most particularly those referring to attitudes, beliefs and 

shared principles within the invisible culture. 

Apart from this, there is insufficient mention of the students’ own culture, which is only 

broached in some of the culture-based activities prompting reflection. Furthermore, it would 

be highly desirable to include texts geared to foster mutual representations to introduce the 

reciprocal views of two different cultures (Risager 1991: 187-188, McKay 2000: 18).  

Vis-à-vis the second research question, the three coursebooks analysed fail to present English 

as a lingua franca and to include a reasonable number of examples of the different English 

accents, dialectal spellings and regional vocabulary which can be found worldwide. In line 

with what was said above, there still seems to prevail the traditional tendency to regard British 

and North-American accents as the embodiment of proper English, which proves Llurda’s 

(2004) optimistic predictions wrong. This evidence demonstrates how little has been 

accomplished to follow Jenkins’ recommendations (2006), despite the fact that non-native 

speakers of English nowadays largely outnumber native ones. As Matsuda (2003: 727) 

argues, it should be advisable to regard World Englishes as a new conception of the language, 

one which is “more inclusive, pluralistic, and accepting than the traditional, monolithic view 

of English in which there is one correct, standard way of using English that all speakers must 

strive for”.   



63 
 

With regard to the third research question, the number of images showing cross-cultural 

encounters is nothing if not negligible. Even in such a meagre quantity, intercultural contact is 

so implicit that it is bound to pass unnoticed. As has been widely acknowledged, images have 

a powerful visual impact. Therefore, including illustrations of cross-cultural encounters would 

greatly broaden students’ perceptions in relation to meeting foreigners and help banish 

stereotypes and mistrust of otherness. 

Culture-based activities do exist, but they are insufficient in number, shallow in depth and 

narrow in scope. Most of them deal with C-culture topics and are intended to foster individual 

reflection and debate. While these attempts should be welcome, coursebooks need to include 

more ambitious tasks such as mediation-based activities or role-plays in which students were 

made to adopt different cross-cultural viewpoints so as to develop ICC and become successful 

mediators. Tasks need to promote a formative rather than an informative goal with a view to 

bringing about a transformational result. In addition, the source culture ought to be understood 

as a means of empowering the learners and allowing them to express their own cultural 

identity in the mirror of C2. 

Apropos the fourth research question and taking into consideration everything said hitherto, it 

seems clear that the choice of coursebook in OSLs in the Valencian Community is largely 

determined by the desire to produce linguistically proficient students rather than hinge on 

cultural awareness purposes. Teachers seem to set their sights on making students proficient 

enough to pass the demanding ‘Certification’ exams, which will grant them a title. Since 

cultural aspects are not assessed, there is little use in opting for textbooks which are culturally 

oriented, such as Global (Macmillan Publishers) or English Unlimited (CUP).  By way of 

example, image 75 in Appendix X shows a culture-devoted unit section in which a c-culture 

topic is dealt with: the healthcare system in 4 different countries. Consequently, speakers have 

different nationalities and represent different races, which allows for a reasonably wide 

representation of World Englishes. The speaking activities make students reflect on their C1 

healthcare system and then exchange experiences they might have had with other healthcare 

system while travelling or living abroad. In addition, Images 76-77 show three examples of 

misunderstandings arising from culture clash, and in images 78-79 the influence of English as 

a world language is hinted at, and its use in India as an official language explicitly mentioned. 

Despite the remarkable step forward in attaining an internationally-oriented coursebook that 

English Unlimited entails, there are no activities based on role-plays or mediation. 
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Taking everything into consideration, the three coursebooks studied here fall within 

Skopinskaja’s (2003) internationally-produced category, generally presenting culture-general 

issues. They can hardly be conceived as Damen’s (1987) ‘thematic language-culture 

coursebooks’, since they rarely introduce cultural patterns or, even less, seek a 

transformational goal, for which reason they should be considered ‘communicative textbooks’ 

(cf. 2.5.4). 

6. LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY AND LINES FOR FUTURE RE SEARCH 

Because I have analysed only three coursebooks –albeit the most widely-used ones–, I am 

aware that they represent only a limited proportion of the offer available on the market. 

Although my results and conclusions may prove valid in describing current trends in EFL 

teaching in a few OSLs, it is no less true that there are inherent risks in drawing 

generalisations from such a reduced sample and extrapolating them to characterize present-

day EFL approaches elsewhere. It is for this reason that my study could be extended to a 

wider range of coursebooks which could include other publishing companies and other 

collections by the same publishers whose materials have been studied here. In addition, a 

cross-sectional study could examine the coursebook choice in the other Spanish autonomous 

regions to determine whether culture teaching plays such a marginal role as in the Valencian 

Community. Most importantly, the present study should be replicated in five years’ time to 

gauge the impact that the recently-published CEFR will have had on future coursebook design 

worldwide and textbook choice in the Valencian Community.  

7. CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

It seems clear from everything discussed hitherto that, despite the modest endeavours 

undertaken to foster intercultural awareness and competence in EFL teaching, a gargantuan 

task still remains to be done so as to give interculturality the status it deserves. In this respect, 

in addition to the suggestions made throughout sections 4 & 5, the following initiatives could 

be undertaken: 

- National, properly-designed FLT syllabuses ought to be agreed. They should ideally set out 

basic cultural contents per level and their corresponding tools for assessment. Otherwise, 

culture instruction will continue being an expendable aspect overshadowed by linguistic 

proficiency. 
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- Publishing companies should be encouraged to coherently link goals, contents, materials, 

methodology and evaluation culturewise to provide sound, well-rounded teaching 

coursebooks (Méndez 2003: 354). 

- Publishing companies ought to design coursebooks which deal with global culture while at 

the same time they address local issues. Some textbooks are subtitled “For Spanish speakers” 

because they focus on the most frequent grammar and vocabulary pitfalls students at that level 

encounter. Such label should also include national culture-bound issues. 

- Teachers should make responsible, informed decisions when choosing coursebooks. Opting 

for those which delve into deep cultural issues –such as English Unlimited (CUP), as 

examined in section 5– and include a wide range of nationalities, accents and cross-cultures 

encounters, together with a coherent array of ‘interculturally transformational’ tasks, will 

unquestionably encourage publishing companies to change the prevailing trends concerning 

coursebook design in their best-selling EFL textbooks.  

- Since teachers are likely to perpetuate the language-based type of instruction they received 

(Méndez 2003: 34, Méndez 2005), education authorities should promote practical, culture-

oriented training courses to facilitate the culture-oriented turnabout. 
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APPENDICES 

Appendix I. Mediation tables from the new CEFR’s pilot version for consultation 

 

Image 52. Screenshot of the table of descriptors for ‘Overall mediation’ included in the new CEFR’s pilot 

version for consultation (reproduced with permission from North) 
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Image 53. Screenshot of the table of descriptors for ‘Dealing with delicate situations and disagreements’ (within 

‘Relational mediation’) included in the new CEFR’s pilot version for consultation (reproduced with permission 

from North) 
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Image 54. Screenshot of the table of descriptors for ‘Interpreting’ (within ‘Cognitive mediation’) included in the 

new CEFR’s pilot version for consultation (reproduced with permission from North) 

Appendix II. Data-gathering criteria from Mendez’s 2003 study 
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Images 55 & 56. Samples of data-gathering criteria for the analysis of EFL ‘Bachillerato’ coursebooks in Spain 

(Méndez 2003: 60-61) 
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Appendix III. Checklist for the analysis of intercultural awareness in EFL 

textbooks from Skopinskaja’s 2003 study 

 

Image 57. Sample of checklist for the analysis of intercultural awareness in EFL textbooks (Skopinskaja 2003: 

67) 
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Appendix IV. Data-gathering grid from Gray’s 2006 study  

 
Image 58. Sample of data-gathering grid for the analysis of EFL coursebooks (Gray 2006: 292) 

 

Appendix V. Results obtained by Lund in his 2007 study 

            
Images 59-60. Tables showing the results obtained by Lund vis-à-vis a series of culture-related aspects (Lund 

2007: 348-349) 
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Appendix VI. Results obtained by Larrea in her 2015 study 

    

Image 61. Tables showing the results obtained as culture-specific topics divided into Big “C” culture and small 

“c” culture (Larrea 2015: 160, 162) 

 

Appendix VII. Screenshots of the data-gathering tables used in the present study 

1. Empower B2 

 

Image 62. Screenshot showing part of the data-gathering table of written texts in Empower B2 
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Image 63. Screenshot showing part of the data-gathering table of oral texts in EmpowerB2 

 

 

Image 64. Screenshot showing part of the data-gathering table of images in Empower B2 
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Image 65. Screenshot showing part of the data-gathering table of culture-based activities in EmpowerB2 

 

2. English File Upper Intermediate 

 

Image 66. Screenshot showing part of the data-gathering table of written texts in English File UI 

 



83 
 

 

Image 67. Screenshot showing part of the data-gathering table of oral texts in English File UI 

 

Image 68. Screenshot showing part of the data-gathering table of images in English File UI 
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Image 69. Screenshot showing part of the data-gathering table of culture-based activities in English File UI 

3. Cutting Edge Upper Intermediate 

 

Image 70. Screenshot showing part of the data-gathering table of written texts in Cutting Edge UI 

 

Image 71. Screenshot showing part of the data-gathering table of oral texts in Cutting Edge UI 
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Image 72. Screenshot showing part of the data-gathering table of images in Cutting Edge UI 

 

Image 73. Screenshot showing part of the data-gathering table of culture-based activities in Cutting Edge UI 
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Appendix VIII. Table of contents and blurb of Cutting Edge Upper Intermediate 

 

Image 74. Table of contents of Cutting Edge UI with highlighted area. 
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Image 75. Blurb of Cutting Edge UI with highlighted area. 
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Appendix IX. Screenshots of a C section from Empower B2 

 



89 
 

 

Images 76-77. Screenshots of a C section (‘Everyday English’) from Empower B2, pages 62-63 
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Appendix X. Screenshots from English Unlimited Upper Intermediate 

 

Image 78. Screenshot of a c-culture-devoted section from English Unlimited UI, page 99 
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Images 79-80 Screenshots of an integrated-skill task showing cultural clash, taken from English Unlimited UI 

(CUP), pages 62-63 
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Images 81-82. Screenshot of a section related to world languages and the script of listening activity 2.26, taken 

from English Unlimited UI (CUP) (pages 66 and 151 respectively) 
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