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Abstact 

The following paper deals with the cultural aspects in teaching English as 

a foreign language. It describes the current state of knowledge in this field 

claiming that foreign language education means more than a linguistic 

preparation. Teaching of foreign languages helps to shape personalities of 

learners and should develop the intercultural competence as well. Using 

quantitative analysis, we focused on a sample of three currently used 

textbooks intended for teaching English as foreign language at Slovak 

schools and the representation of historical topics. Attention was paid to 

historical period, geographical region and historical approach. This paper 

might be a starting point for further research on cultural aspect in English 

language textbooks and a basis for following qualitative analysis. 
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Introduction and literature review  

In available literature, various definitions of a textbook may be found. 

Solaiman (2007: 433) defines it as a book aimed for instructional purposes, 

especially in schools and colleges. The Greenwood dictionary of Education 

defines textbook as “… a book used in a particular branch of study. 

Textbooks are most often used to assist the teacher in content area subjects, 

including social studies, science, language arts, and mathematics. Effective 

textbooks assist students through the use of text organizes, pattern guides, 

and glossaries” (Collins - O´Brien, 2011: 464). Some experts understand the 

term textbook even broader and they use this category for various teaching 

materials as well (CDs, internet, video, etc.) (Johnsen, 2001: 50; Petrikova, 

2014). The common feature of textbook is the educational purpose. In our 

paper, a textbook is understood as a book intended for teaching English as a 

foreign language. Even the usage of new technologies has not stopped the 

demand for textbooks (Garinger, 2002: 1). The use of textbooks still prevails; 

they have many advantages but also disadvantages (Lassig, 2009; Klerides, 

2010; Borhaug, 2014). Therefore they are repeatedly the object of research 

and a topic for scientific studies. Patricia Byrd (2001: 415) claims that most 

teachers depend on textbooks they use, because they provide content and 

activities that shape what happens in the classroom. That is the reason why it 

is important to pay enough attention not just to linguistic content, but also to 

“cultural“ content of recommended textbooks. 

Currently, as a response to globalisation trends, and recommendation of 

international organisations, governments pay more attention to foreign 
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language education. In many countries in the world English as a foreign 

language is almost synonymous with foreign language learning (Byram, 2008: 

9). In Europe, foreign language education belongs to one of the priorities of 

European Union (Key data on Teaching Languages at School in Europe, 

2012: 7). In the last decades there was a discussion about goals of foreign 

language education and about expectations resulting from foreign language 

teaching (Birova - Eliasova, 2014). 

Foreign language learning provides not just linguistic preparation, but it has 

far wider impact. Languages help to shape personalities of learners. The 

common European framework for reference of languages indicates that it “… 

is a central objective of language education to promote the favourable 

development of the learner’s whole personality and sense of identity in 

response to the enriching experience of otherness in language and culture” 

(CEFR, 2006: 1). The aims are more complex and researchers in previous 

decades distinguished several competences that may be developed by foreign 

language education. Hymes in 1972 introduced the term communicative 

competence (Celce-Murcia, 2007: 41). In following years the term has been 

repeatedly discussed and redefined by many authors. Frequently found is the 

division of communicative competence into grammatical, discourse, 

sociolinguistic and strategic competence (Canale - Swain, 1980: 1-47). This 

division was elaborated and modified in early 1990s´ (Gomez-Rodriguez, 

2010: 329-330; Celce-Murcia, 2007; Kramsch, 2013: 69-70). Later, Michael 

Byram introduced the term intercultural communicative competence. The 

change in understanding the role of culture in foreign language education is 

obvious. The terms of cultural and intercultural competence are often used 

interchangeably (especially in documents produced by political agencies), but 

the meaning of intercultural competence is wider, including also the effort to 

increase dialogue and cooperation between different national cultures 

(Kramsch, 2013: 69; Reid, 2014). Culture is not an extra skill, but it should 

be taught together with other skills (Reid, 2012: 194). Authors of textbooks 

should use a high level of creativity to offer balanced informing about 

various aspects of culture, but also to be competitive on the contemporary 

textbooks market (Fichnova - Wojciechowski - Szabo, 2012).  

Central European framework for reference of languages prepared by Council 

of Europe distinguishes between linguistic and cultural competence in 

foreign language education. Teaching and learning of foreign language 

develop not just the linguistic competence of learners, but cultural 

competence as well. However, the “cultural competence” is sometimes 

misunderstood in school praxis. The aim should not lie only on pressure to 

memorise and remember geographical, historical and cultural facts about 

countries, where the target language is used, but also to understand and 

respect wider contexts and cultures. The important part of cultural 

competence is the intercultural awareness, defined as “… knowledge, 

awareness and understanding of the relation (similarities and distinctive 

differences) between the ‘world of origin’ and the ‘world of the target 

community... it includes an awareness of regional and social diversity in both 

worlds“ (CEFR, 2006: 103). 
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Byram (1993: 5-10) focuses on the cultural aspect of education, especially in 

foreign language education. He distinguishes eight areas of cultural content 

in textbooks. Byram’s division is comprehensive and useful in terms of 

research practice. It covers almost every aspect of the culture. His outcomes 

were chosen as the basic theory for following research that will analyse and 

evaluate the data connected to the sixth point of Byram´s division (National 

history) and last added part of culture National culture heritage in selected 

textbooks. The criterion of National history in his division is too specific for 

research purposes. In further texts it is understood as history in general, more 

concretely as topics related to history, usually understood as older than 30 

years. 

Various aspects of the representation of historical topics in school textbooks 

was investigated by many scholars, including Morgan, 2014; Foster, Burgess, 

2013; Korytnikova, 2013; Morgan, Henning, 2013 and others.  History is 

with no doubt an important part of culture and of cultural heritage. As 

Delgadová (2011: 37) states, history is particularly important element of 

culture and it is crucial to distribute it to society on various levels (Palarik, 

Eliasova, 2012). Therefore it is justified to search for historical topic and 

their presentation in textbooks. Furthermore, it is crucial for all citizens in 

democratic countries to be familiar with history, because it is central 

humanistic discipline and it helps to build active citizenship. History provides 

the space for creating and expressing of opinions, looking for causes, 

consequences and solutions and it is a gateway to other humanistic 

disciplines. Well-taught history has great potential in understanding and 

respecting “otherness”, different traditions and cultures. In this sense it is one 

of the key subject to build intercultural competence. History is an 

independent school subject and within the area of world history, students get 

familiar also with the history of English speaking countries. From this point 

of view, it may be understood as useless duplicity. But to understand history 

and create intercultural competence this way would be an inappropriate 

simplification. Except for vocabulary and linguistic competence, historical 

topics taught in foreign language provide other points of view, different 

opinions and understanding of historical events and personalities. That is one 

of the possible ways how to reach the multiperspectivity toward a historical 

topic (Stradling, 2004). This approach allows seeing history and traditions 

more balanced than the traditional “flat” national point of view can provide.  

In the framework of Slovak national curriculum for English, history is 

mentioned repeatedly, e.g. as one of the topics suitable for development of 

communicative skills. More concretely, the curriculum mentions historical 

monuments, history of Slovakia, history of target language (national 

curriculum English language B1: 42, 55, 58). This characteristic is very wide 

and provides sufficient platform for teachers´ creativity. 

 

Research  

Textbooks are repeatedly subjected to research, interpretation, analysis and 

comparison. Various methods are applied in textbook research. The 

methodology used in this paper is based on the content analysis. Content 
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analysis is a research method for studying of the content of written (visual), 

heard (audial) or seen (audio-visual) data (Wimmer - Dominick, 2011: 156 - 

157). While applying a content analysis, the researcher can analyse different 

kinds of media, such as books, articles, diaries, letters, interviews, speech, 

dialog, reports and literarily all material that has been created from any media. 

Content analysis can be applied in order to get a general and summarised 

description of any media presented phenomenon. According to 

Hesmondhalgh (2006: 138) the tradition of content analysis can be tracked 

down to sociology and especially to journalism, but soon it has spread to 

many other disciplines including pedagogy (Gavora 2000: 117 - 122). 

Nowadays, content analysis is very popular research method in many 

subjects, such as history, advertising, communication, linguistics, psychology, 

anthropology, political science, politics, cultural studies and it can be even 

used in some others.  

Pingel (2010: 66) describes two basic possible research approaches to 

textbook research: quantitative and qualitative analysis. It is crucial to accept, 

however, that these approaches give us answers on different questions. Both 

of them have pros and cons. Quantitative analysis measures frequency and 

determine how many times event, person, country, topic etc. is mentioned 

and how much space is given to defined categories. It is necessary to be 

aware of the cons of this method as it “… can tell us a great deal about where 

the emphasis lies and about selection criteria, but nothing about values and 

interpretation” (Pingel, 2010: 66). This method can provide important and 

valuable data for further interpretation as well as for qualitative analysis. 

Qualitative analysis deals with assumptions that cannot be measured. It 

applies less strict research methods, which rely more on the reviewer´s own 

value system and understanding of the text itself (Pingel, 2010). This method 

explains the way that the information is presented in the text. There are 

various approaches to the qualitative research as hermeneutic analysis, 

linguistic analysis, cross-cultural analysis or discourse analysis. Mentioned 

methods accompany each other and complement each other. However, Pingel 

(2010) did not mention further methods of qualitative analysis such as visual 

analysis, semiotic analysis, question analysis etc. These were not 

incorporated in first nor in second edition of his handbook of textbook 

research (Nicholls, 2003: 4). Interesting, contribution to discussion 

concerning research methodology was brought by J. Nicholls (2005: 24 - 35). 

Some authors (Bertran - Hughes, 2006; Trampota - Vojtechovska, 2010) 

recommend using mixed type of content analysis, which is called qualitative-

quantitative. Content analysis is helpful tool for identification of certain 

topics in media content. For this purpose it is necessary to set criteria for 

analysis and unit of analysis.  

The following research conducts quantitative analysis of chosen textbooks 

intended for teaching English as foreign language in Slovak republic. All of 

them are currently used in courses in Slovak schooling system, namely New 

Opportunities, Real Life and Success. In all cases they are pre-intermediate 

level of textbooks, intended for B1 proficiency. The research unit for 

purposes of following research is defined as an article or thematic area in the 

selected textbook intended for pre-intermediate students (New Opportunities, 
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Success, Real life) containing historical topics, including related exercises. 

Secondary, observed was the presence of photographs or other visual sources 

contained in the research unit that are understood as integral part of the text. 

For the purposes of our research we set three research questions: 

1. What is the representation of thematic circuits containing historical 

topics? 

2. What are the main historical topics in the analysed textbooks? 

3. What kind of historical approach prevails in particular textbooks? 

 
Based on research questions, we set following hypotheses: 

 

It is assumed that particular historical periods will be represented equally in 

selected textbooks. 

 

Textbooks will focus on history of the countries, where the target language is 

used. Our assumption is partly based on hypothesis no. 2, which expects 

overwhelming focus of researched textbooks on history of English speaking 

countries. History of the English speaking countries, especially of the United 

Kingdom (around the 18
th

-19
th

 century also of the United States and partly 

other countries Canada, Australia, New Zealand and others) is undoubtedly 

significant in terms of a global context and it represents long time period. 

Since the United Kingdom and later the United States were important world 

powers for a long time, we expect that the authors of textbooks will reach for 

a wide range of topics related to the history, from ancient times through the 

Middle Ages to Modern Ages and Modern history. We also expect that some 

research units will be focused on more than one topic from different 

historical periods. For such cases we decided to create a subcategory others, 

which will be used if there will be more than 2 historical periods presented in 

single research unit. Further subcategories are: until 1500; 16
th 

-18
th 

century; 

19
th 

century; 1900-1950 and 1950 -1990. 

 

It is assumed that the textbooks will pay most of the attention to the history 

of the countries, where target language is official language (United Kingdom, 

United States, Canada, Australia, New Zealand, various African states etc). 

Partial aim of foreign language education is teaching culture, which includes 

the explanation of life, traditions and culture of countries where the target 

language is used. It can therefore be assumed that crucial criterion for 

historical topics will also include familiarity with the history of these 

countries, primarily the United Kingdom (where textbooks are prepared) and 

the United States, followed by the other English speaking countries. At the 

same time we expect little interest of textbooks on historical topics outside of 

the English speaking countries. For other countries, including Europe, we 

designed subcategory rest of the world. For the cases of an overlapping 

between the countries, we will include all the geographic areas covered by 

the research unit into the content analysis. Further subcategories are: United 

Kingdom; United States; Other English speaking countries; Rest of the world. 
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It is assumed that political history and the history of everyday life will be the 

most frequented categories in terms of historical approach. 

Political history is one of the most frequent historical approaches in content 

of teaching the subject history. Therefore this study assumes this also will be 

the case in English language textbooks it will be crucial to include topics and 

terminology of political history. The popular approach to history is presented 

by so called history of everyday life, so we assume that also these topics will 

be included. We expect only minor presence of other approaches defined in 

subcategories: economic history; history of art and literature and history of 

science and inventions. 

 

Overall results of content analysis are presented in table 1. 

 

Table 1: Overall results 
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While discussing the category Historical period (Fig. 1.), the first surprising 

result was almost complete absence of history covering the period before the 

15
th 

century. It is even more surprising when we consider the fact that this 

subcategory covers the longest time period in the research as compared to the 

other subcategories. Ancient and medieval period included frequent topics in 

the curriculum of subject History and British history provides numerous 

attractive topics (e.g. first settlers, Celts, Norman kings etc.). Prior mentioned 

exceptions were represented by texts that went beyond the defined time 

frame and covered large time period. An example might be found in the 

textbook Success, where the text “Was Fred Flintstone a vegetarian 

“ (Success: 53) was dedicated to eating habits, while the small proportion of 

text was devoted to the prehistoric period. According to the described 

research procedure, this unit was classified into the subcategory Others, 

despite such broad understanding of the subcategory. Until 1500, we 

identified only minor representation of topics. 
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Figure 1: Historical period coverage in selected English language 

textbooks 

 

Category 16
th

-18
th

 and 19
th

 century were represented at about the same rate 

(13%: 11%). In this case, authors included topics of defined time periods at 

around the same range. For these two categories, results are in accordance 

with the second hypothesis.  

From a quantitative point of view, most units were dedicated to the 20
th
 

century. For better clarity we decided to divide this period to its first and 

second half.  The twentieth century clearly devoted most attention to history 

with together up to 58% of the research units within this time period. In some 

cases, the research unit exceeded the specified time intervals and addressed 

the entire 20
th

 century. In such cases, the research unit was included into each 

defined subcategory. This fact partly affected the final high percentage of 20
th

 

century topics. Nevertheless, the dominance of the Modern History topics is 

clear and disproportionate in relation to other defined time periods. 

Hypothesis 1 was not confirmed. Researched textbooks did not address 

defined time periods proportionally with exception of categories 16th-18th 

and 19th century. The time period of the 20th century clearly dominates in all 

studied textbooks. The striking differences between the textbooks in this 

category were not observed. 

Interesting results were also brought by the category named Geographical 

region (Fig. 2). Examined textbooks are all produced by prestigious British 

publishers and were written by British authors. Considering this fact we 

expected significant emphasis on the topics related to the history of the 

United Kingdom. Surprisingly, this assumption was not confirmed. Summary 

results showed small majority of topics related with the United States, 

although the difference between the U.S. and UK was not particularly 

significant (36%: 32%). Therefore, the sampled textbooks had a relatively 

balanced representation of historical topics related to the U.S. and UK. 
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Figure 2: Geographical region coverage in selected English language 

textbooks 

 

Another interesting result is that the history of other English speaking 

countries was represented only sporadically. For example, in the textbook 

Real Life we could not identify any unit of analysis related to the history of 

another English speaking country. In two other textbooks we identified only 

one topic partially related to other English speaking countries in each. New 

Opportunities in topic campaigners introduced also Mother Teresa connected 

to India, where English is official language and Nelson Mandela was 

connected to South Africa. Textbook Success mentioned Fred Flintstone a 

vegetarian regarding Aborigines in Australia, but it was just marginal 

reference. 

Unexpectedly, we observed significant percentage of topics geographically 

related to the rest of the world. Similarly to the U.S. and UK, the rest of the 

world was represented by around one third of research units (28%). Topics 

related to the rest of the world were various. Introduced were personalities 

(Václav Havel, Pablo Piccasso, Wassily Kandinski, Camille Pissarro, 

Heinrich Tyssen and others) as well as events connected to countries where 

English is not an official language (history of European integration, eruption 

on the island Krakatoa in Indonesia, history of Eurovision song contest). 

Hypothesis 2 was not confirmed. The history of United Kingdom was not 

dominant in the sampled textbooks. We identified relatively proportionally 

representation of topics focused on the history of the UK, U.S. and rest of the 

world. Only very little space was devoted to other English speaking countries. 

Surprising results emerged also in the category named Historical Approach 

(Fig. 3). The most frequent topic was a History of art and literature, which 

was covered by nearly half of the research units (47%). History of art and 

literature dominated in all textbooks included in the survey sample. These 

themes especially dominated in New Opportunities, where there were texts 

and information with historical context dedicated to concrete British and 

American writers (e.g. William Shakespeare, John Steinbeck, Edgar Allan 

Poe, Oscar Wilde). The textbook Success offered information and historical 

contexts to Agatha Christie, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, usually accompanied 

with samples of their works. Also other types of art history such as music, 

visual art and film were identified. 
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Figure 3: Historical approach identified in selected English language 

textboos 

 

The same percentage (21%) referred to subcategories history of science and 

inventions and the history of everyday life. History of science and inventions 

was presented by topics like e.g. invention of TV and penicillin (Success) 

History of everyday life had a significant presence, albeit not as dominant as 

predicted in the hypothesis and was covered by various topics. 

We also identified rather rare representation of topics addressing political 

history. We identified only 9% of such topics, making political history a de 

facto boundary theme. As part of the political history we considered topics 

categorized as Campaigners (New Opportunities) where were discussed the 

human rights and politics of passive resistance or European integration 

(Success). The theme economic history, however, was totally marginalized, 

as we identified the only one research unit devoted to this historical approach 

(Success). The most frequent approach to history in researched textbooks was 

found in the categories of history of arts and literature and history of science 

and inventions. History of everyday life did not occur to the extent as 

expected and political history was present only marginally. For these reasons 

we conclude that hypothesis no. 3 was not confirmed. 

 

Discussion 

Culture is integral part of everyday life. People are exposed to various 

cultural impulses on daily basis. Therefore it is necessary to pay attention to 

cultural content incorporated in whole range of artefacts, including school 

subjects, especially school subjects with a focus on humanities as they offer a 

wide space for teaching culture and developing of intercultural competence. 

These are important competencies regarding foreign language education. 

As for the geographical region, we identified equal proportional 

representation of the history of the United Kingdom and the United States. 

History of other English speaking countries was incorporated marginally. A 

particularly interesting was in the significant omission of other countries 

where English is an official language. In this case, further research and 

addition of other textbooks covering various stages of language proficiency, 
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could show, whether and what kind of information students may obtain about 

other English speaking countries during English lessons. 

Although political history currently presents the main approach in teaching 

history, this statement is not valid for research sample. Also topics related to 

economic history were found only marginally. On the other hand, the most 

frequented topics are related to the history of art and literature. Students are 

introduced to selected literature authors from British Islands and United 

States, provided some biographical information, historical contexts as well as 

samples of their works. Other arts are also represented, including dance, 

music and visual arts. We identified an average representation of articles 

related to history of everyday life. 

A particularly interesting result of this content analysis was the almost total 

absence of historical topics connected with the events older than 1500.  

Additionally, topics covering 16
th
 and 17

th
 century were rather rare. On the 

other hand, we identified a predominance of topics related to the 20
th

 century. 

Events of the last century might be considered very attractive for students 

perhaps because they have extraordinary possibilities for visual processing. 

The most important reason why these topics are predominantly represented 

might be also lie in the assumption that they still have significant impact on 

the current political and economic situation as well as on everyday life. 

Therefore, it is reasonable to discuss topics related to 20
th 

century in extended 

way.  

 

Conclusions 

Topics with historical background represent significant part of culture on 

national as well as on international level. Therefore it is justified that they are 

presented in textbooks intended for foreign language education. In our 

research, we found that these topics are quite frequent, and there is no doubt 

that textbooks shape linguistic, and the cultural competence of readers. The 

research showed what kinds of topics prevail in current textbooks, but also 

pointed to the thematic areas, which are rare or completed omitted. In some 

aspects the compared textbooks were very similar, but in other respects we 

identified a relatively large differences.  

In the light of the results, however, we may consider that representation of 

topics in history may be globally consistent. It can be stated that in the 

textbooks of English more recent historical themes predominate earlier ones, 

and the dominant emphasis is clearly placed on the 20th century. In 

connection with the category Geographic region, we found that the English-

speaking world is depicted in textbooks as the USA and Great Britain, and 

other countries where English is used as an official language are rather 

marginalized. The approach to historical topics generally is focused on art 

and literature, less on everyday life and science. Other approaches are almost 

missing. In this context, we could apply broader concepts explaining the 

functioning of educational and information media, such as priming, framing 

and agenda setting. Further research based on qualitative analysis of obtained 

data could bring other interesting results and show further possible 

approaches of content analysis of textbooks used in foreign language 

education.  
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