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Abstract: 

Learners from many countries learn English language for various reasons. Some scholars think 

that cultural competence is one of the prominent competencies in English language learning 

apart from acquiring four skills, while others argue that the incorporation of cultural 

competence in English language learning is not vital.  However, learning a language without 

paying attention to cultural competence does not offer ideas about the history, social 

organization, civilization, religion, literature, economy, and political system of a language. 

Thus, lack of cultural competence in language learning will result in perceiving the culture of 

the language or people who speak the language as mediocre, stereotypic, or bizarre. The 

success of learning English language is not measured by how many years the learners have 

spent learning that language but by the functional capacity of the learners to survive in a foreign 

environment. Textbooks play a dominant role in raising cultural awareness among students. 

Therefore, this mixed methods study intends to examine the representation of culture in English 

language textbooks used in Sri Lanka at the secondary level. The findings of this study will be 

useful to recognize the importance of fostering cultural competence through English language 

textbooks. 
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Introduction 

Culture plays a pivotal role in English language learning process and cultural competence is 

highly essential to acquire functional potency in a language or engage in effective intercultural 

communication. The importance of including cultural competence in language learning is 

supported by several scholars (Altun 2019; Cenoz, Gorter & May, 2017; Helena, 2016; Kim, 

2020; Rivers, 1981; Wang, 2011). Cultural competence is one of the integral parts of language 

learning and it gained momentum with the introduction of communicative competence. 

Scholars such as (Garza, (n.d); Vernier et al, 2008) describe cultural competence as the fifth 

and fundamental skill in language learning. Furthermore, cultural competence is considered as 

the fifth component of communicative competence (Bárdos as cited in Kovács, 2017).  

Learning a language involves understanding a new language, acquisition of skills and 

knowledge about the country where that language is spoken. Seeyle (1976) states that studying 

a language is inextricable from the study of culture and learning a language without the 
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awareness of its culture inhibits learners from using the language in real-life social contexts or 

engage in authentic conversations. Besides, intercultural awareness boosts retention of the 

language structures they learn. 

Nowadays, many English language learners face problems in doing listening, speaking, reading 

and writing tasks. These struggles are not only due to their level of language proficiency and 

difficulty of the tasks but also due to inadequate cultural competence. Adding to the complexity 

regarding the importance of integrating culture in English language learning, the idea of which 

culture to teach remains highly controversial among scholars. English language needs to focus 

on promoting one’s own culture and concerns rather than dealing with the culture of those who 

speak it (MacKay, 2024; Kachru, 1986 as cited in Zarei & Khalessi, 2011). It is pertinent to 

note that the incorporation of the contents related to source culture, target culture and 

international culture in English language textbooks will promote a fruitful English language 

learning experience. The source culture, target culture and international culture indicate the 

culture of the learners, the culture of the English-Speaking countries and the culture of all 

countries in the world. Shahed (2013) points out that developing and respecting various culture 

knowledge, values, and competencies connected to the diverse varieties of English will 

increase the motivation to learn a language.  

Textbooks play an important role in teaching and learning English language in Sri Lanka at the 

secondary level. They serve as the main source for disseminating knowledge. The objective of 

this research is to elucidate the representation of cultural contents found in English language 

textbooks used in Grade 6 and Grade 7. This study attempts to find answers to the following 

research questions: 

➢ Do Grade 6 and Grade 7 Pupil’s books used in Sri Lanka at the secondary level integrate 

cultural contents? 

➢ What percentage of the textbooks focuses on cultural contents? 

➢ What are the different types of culture represented in the English language textbooks? 

 

Literature review 

The representation of culture in English language textbooks has become a significant field of 

study in English language learning (Noorfauzi, 2023; Rajabi & Ketabi, 2012). English language 

textbooks used in Pakistan are instilled with students’ target culture that is followed by the 

international culture and least by students’ source culture (Arshad, Shah, & Ahmad, 2020). In 
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the analysis of Grade 11 English textbook of both old and new syllabi Amaranayake (2021) 

states that English language textbooks are culturally inappropriate and perpetuate Western 

culture.  

The representation of culture in English language textbooks has a significant effect on learners’ 

understanding of the language they learn. Furthermore, though the cultural representation in 

English language textbooks has been widely researched, there are no significant studies on the 

representation of culture in English language textbooks published by the Ministry of Education 

in Sri Lanka. Besides, a standard point of reference related to the representation of culture in 

English language textbooks is not available in Sri Lanka. This study attempts to fill this gap by 

discussing the representation of culture found in the Grade 6 and Grade 7 Pupil’s books. 

 

Methodology 

This mixed methods study analyses two junior secondary English language textbooks 

published by the Ministry of Education, Sri Lanka. These textbooks are used by students who 

study English as a second language in Grade 6 and Grade 7. Each unit in these textbooks has 

lessons and activities. Initially, the cultural contents and other contents are identified. Then, the 

cultural contents found in the textbooks are categorized under three groups, namely, source 

culture, target culture and international culture. The cultural contents are coded and the 

percentages of cultural contents and other contents are analysed using the Microsoft Excel 2019 

package. In addition, descriptive analysis focuses on the contents of the text books. 

 

Results and Discussion 

The following table presents the results of the study. 

 

Table 1. Distribution of contents in the Grade 6 Pupil’s book 

Contents Frequency Percentage 

Cultural contents 78 53% 

Other contents 70 47% 

 

Table 2. Distribution of contents in the Grade 7 Pupil’s book 

Contents Frequency Percentage 
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Cultural contents 88 62% 

Other contents 54 38% 

 

Table 3. Distribution of different cultural contents in the Grade 6 Pupil’s book 

S T INC SINC TINC ST 

F P F P F P F P F P F P 

48 61% 7 9% 7 9% 2 3% 1 1% 13 17% 

 

Table 4. Distribution of different cultural contents in the Grade 7 Pupil’s book 

S T INC SINC TINC ST STINC 

F P F P F P F P F P F P F P 

43 49% 10 11% 9 10% 3 3% 7 8% 4 5% 12 14% 

 

Explanation of the codes:  

F - Frequency  P - Percentage 

S - Source culture T - Target culture INC - International culture 

SINC - Source culture and International culture  

TINC - Target culture and International culture 

ST - Source culture and Target culture 

STINC - Source culture, Target culture, International culture 

 

The Grade 6 English language textbook contains 11 units: Hello, Leisure, Where’s 

Everything?, What Can You See?, Aunt Minoli’s Kitchen, What We Do, A Fine Day, A Visit 

to the Zoo, Sugar or Sand, Was It Yesterday?, and Eco Friends. The 11 units include 148 

language items. Out of 148 language items, 88 language items focus on cultural references. 

The distribution of different cultural contents in the Grade 6 Pupil’s book falls under 6 

categories. 

The Grade 7 English language textbook consists of 10 units: What You See, Friends in Deed, 

Pleasure, A Busy Day, Once Upon a Time, Better be Safe than Sorry, Around the Country, 

Wonders Around Us, Our Beautiful World, and Future. The 10 units comprise 142 language 
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items. Out of 142 language items, 88 language items demonstrate cultural references. The 

distribution of different cultural contents in the Grade 6 Pupil’s book falls under 7 groups. 

Both textbooks feature cultural contents in lessons and activities. The representation of culture 

is not equal in these textbooks in terms of varieties. Though the references to source culture 

seem to be higher, these references solely include numerous Sri Lankan proper names and 

images that have culture-specific references.  In other words, they only present products. The 

perspectives and practices of the people who belong to different cultures are not clearly 

illustrated. In addition, target culture references and international culture references are 

comparatively low. The role plays in the textbooks are highly formal and fail to offer a genuine 

Sri Lankan experience.  

 

Conclusion and recommendation 

Language and culture are inseparable aspects. Language learning involves studying various 

elements of culture of the speech community and how they perceive other cultures in relation 

to their culture. Therefore, language learning cannot be disconnected from cultural learning. 

Though the Grade 6 and Grade 7 English language textbooks consist of various cultural 

elements, the representation of cultural contents is not equal. This research proposes to redesign 

the Grade 6 and Grade 7 Pupil’s book incorporating equal amount of cultural contents and 

instilling intercultural references and the patterns of social interactions, behaviours, attitudes, 

beliefs, customs, values, and ideas that underlie the cultures of different people in order to 

facilitate a meaningful English language learning process. 
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