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Abstract 
It is undeniable that learning a foreign language doesn’t boil down to mastering the rules of grammar 
and building extensive vocabulary. Any sufficient command of a foreign language presupposes 
familiarity with the culture behind it: the patterns of behavior which are considered acceptable, how 
people communicate with each other at work and in social context, what the attitude to time is, how 
people relate to junior / senior members of society etc. These factors influence mutual understanding 
to even a larger extent than using proper grammar and vocabulary. These values can also be different 
in various time periods. 

The study presented examines the ESL textbooks used not only in higher educational establishments 
but also for teaching adults in general. Adults usually have established system of values linked to their 
own culture; therefore it might present a challenge for them to learn and accept another value system 
different from their own. Some of the textbooks chosen for this research are British and American 
authentic ones, and some are the popular ESL textbooks issued in Russia. The aim of the research is 
to investigate cultural values, belief systems and background information about the Anglo-Saxon 
cultures and the world these books provide. The method applied is content analysis. 

Keywords: Textbooks, learning modern languages, cultural values, ESL, intercultural communication, 
holistic education. 

1 INTRODUCTION  
According to a new global narrative languages and cultures are very closely interrelated. Teaching 
foreign languages and developing intercultural competence has become one of the major concerns of 
all educators who help learners to get ready to face the challenges of the global world in the 21st 
century. Nowadays as more businesses and individuals from different countries choose to cross the 
boundaries of their countries and launch joint projects, intercultural competence is not only significant 
in teaching foreign languages but in any subject and in any sphere of human activity [5]. Since English 
is a lingua franca and it is most likely to retain its status in the near future, it is of paramount 
importance to non-native speakers to master it, which means that it is essential not only to understand 
how various grammar structures and vocabulary items are used properly but also the socially 
acceptable norms of the Anglo-Saxon culture(s).Whereas language mistakes in grammar and 
vocabulary tend to be easily forgiven by the native speakers of the language one is trying to learn, 
cultural mistakes are not that easily tolerated. Modern languages people study have cultures behind 
them which makes them attractive for learners. The absence of culture can be one of the reasons why 
Esperanto initially designed to become a language of international communication never managed to 
serve its purpose.  Cultural Linguistics as a discipline emerged to address that problem and today 
hardly any linguist or language educator approaches studying languages without any reference to 
culture. As it is known, culture can be taught explicitly through cultural commentaries and texts and 
implicitly through hidden curriculum [8].  

The majority of methodologies presuppose using text materials in any form. It is a common knowledge 
that the majority of language courses are structured around a textbook. It has been stated by  
methodologists [1] [3] that textbooks play a vital role in the process of teaching especially if a teacher 
lacks pedagogical experience and can just build their course around a textbook following the logic of it. 
If such is the case, a teacher is more likely to follow the chapters of a given textbook page by page as 
it would give him / her confidence in what they do. Textbooks are believed to be pretty conservative 
and present some generally accepted cultural norms to its learners. What does a typical family look 
like? How do people politely relate to each other in social situations? How does one look for a job and 
what jobs are considered appropriate for males and females? What jobs are considered to be 
prestigious? How do people spend their spare time? What role does religion play in the society?  The 
answers to those questions give us an insight into the system of values and core beliefs this culture 
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shares. These answers can be addressed directly and the readers’ attention can be drawn to various 
cultural differences but more often they are stated implicitly which enables us to speak about a hidden 
or implicit curriculum[3] [8]. Language textbooks normally feature cultural phenomena typical for this or 
that culture. For instance, the majority textbooks introducing a topic of family and family relations, 
present (or, at least used to present), a family consisting of mother, father (who is usually a little older), 
an elder brother and a younger sister.  Going from page to page of the textbook students gradually 
learn about the norms of behavior in this or that culture and either accept or confront them.  

Teaching foreign languages has come a long way from being a part of education enjoyed by the 
privileged ones to becoming a discipline in the Core Curriculum beginning from elementary school to 
higher education. Therefore, the content of a foreign language textbook will affect the common 
perception of the country or countries the language of which it teaches.  

2 METHODOLOGY 
As it has already been stated, adult learners have an established system of values and beliefs when 
they embark on learning a new foreign language. Therefore, it seems to be problematic to impose 
certain ideas and values on them explicitly; however they can be shaped through attraction and 
persuasion (the instrument of soft power). A number of ESL textbooks for adult learners were chosen 
to be analysed and get the data on what cultural values are presented in them. It was also in our focus 
to identify what cultural norms and values were presented explicitly through texts, cultural information 
glossaries and illustrations and to what extend the image of the culture was presented implicitly as a 
hidden curriculum [8]. It is our belief that textbooks have potential to influence readers implicitly and 
authors of ESL and other foreign languages textbooks seem to be well aware of this potential. The 
ESL textbooks chosen for analysis were the following:  

1 C.E. Eckersley. Essential English for foreign students; 
2 John and Liz Soars. Headway. Elementary and pre-intermediate levels;  
3 N. A. Bonk. Textbook of the English Language, Parts 1, 2. 

The reason why these particular books were chosen is their immense popularity with the Russian ESL 
learners. Moreover, the first two textbooks on the list are well-known and extensively used by English 
learners around the world. The choice was also determined by increasing popularity learning foreign 
languages enjoys in the present day Russia. With high number of books available on the market 
today, it has become a challenge for individual teachers and educational institutions to choose a 
textbook that would meet the needs of their learners. With that many options educators tend to choose 
those which help students acquire not only linguistic but also cultural competences, teaching students 
the values shared by the teacher or the institution that chooses the materials for classes. The content 
of these books was researched and the aim to identify how instruments of soft power were use was 
set.  

3 RESULTS 
The oldest of these books was the one by Natalia Bonk, the first edition of which was issued in 1960 
making the author one of the best known English teachers across the USSR. That was the year when 
the country focused on teaching and learning foreign languages more than before. In January 1961 
the Governments of the United Kingdom and the USSR concluded an Agreement in the Scientific, 
Technological, Educational and Cultural Fields 1961-63 which was a clear sign that the country made 
learning languages a priority [4]. Natalia Bonk’s textbook was a big step forward for that time: it 
contained dialogues and real life situations, moreover, learners were expected to use the grammar 
structures they mastered in sentences of their own. Much attention was given to phonetics: students 
were supposed to repeat English sounds and words where those sounds were used. The dialogues 
used in the book could seem contrived and unnatural because they took place in settings which target 
readers were used to. For example, there was a young woman who was trying to borrow a Russian 
book at the library. The picture on the same page featured a library similar to those target readers of 
the book could possibly go to. Sentences which demonstrated this or that grammar structure sounded 
neutral and not linked to any particular situation where they could have been used (e.g. – The book is 
on the table).  However fundamental it was in presenting grammar structures and phonetics (much 
attention was traditionally given to phonetics in Soviet / Russian educational establishments), it hardly 
had any cultural component in it. The USSR in those times was a rather closed country, distant from 
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the rest of the world; therefore, there was little practical sense in learning how people interacted in 
different real life social situations [2]. Moreover, the image of other countries had to be as neutral as 
possible. Since English was considered to be “the language of the enemy” [6], the author didn’t have a 
goal to show the attractive image of the English speaking countries.  Representatives of English 
speaking cultures, their way of life, the way they communicate, their customs and traditions were 
almost not presented in the book. However, some books of that period designed for students of more 
advanced levels, had extracts from classical books written by mostly English and American writers. 
These books presented so called “highbrow” culture: gave information about English and American 
writers and their works, told students about landmarks of the English speaking countries, their nature 
and history, however little or no attention was given to the way ordinary people lived and behaved in 
everyday situations.  

The second book on list is a textbook by a well-known British author C.E. Eckersley, which was, in 
comparison with the previous one, authentic. The author was born in the north of England known for 
its more traditional and conservative values, which was obviously reflected in his personal value 
system. The first peculiarity that one can notice in the book, that it reflects rather conservative system 
of values. Nearly all texts in the book are united by the same plot which unfolds throughout it which 
resembles a story or a tale written with the purpose to entertain its readers. The works of fiction are 
believed to resonate with the readers more and elicit positive emotional response. Moreover, ESL 
learners in the USSR were used to seeing extracts from the works of literature in foreign language 
textbooks. The text itself and the illustrations in the book were rather humorous which contributed to 
the appeal it issued and helped “cover the pill of learning with the jam of gaiety” [9]. Speaking of 
values which are placed implicitly, we can clearly observe that it features a rather conservative picture 
of gender roles within a family and society. The main character of the books performs a crucial role in 
society: he is a University professor of the English language; he is a highly educated and a well read 
person. He is surrounded by all attributes of masculinity: he is a teacher (a position of authority), he is 
well-educated (“he reads a great many books… and there are books on the shelves all round the walls 
of his study”), he lives in his own house, teaches his students in his study. Moreover, four of his six 
students are male who are serious, smart and are keen on sport. The central character is married and 
his wife is five years younger, which also coincides with traditional image of marriage where a woman 
has to be younger than a man. His wife is described as “a pleasant looking woman… kind and 
gentle… full of common sense”; it is mentioned that she is a housewife but nothing is said about her 
professional background and intellect. There is also a strict division as far as career is concerned: men 
are allowed to be police officers, entrepreneurs, teachers and doctors, whereas, less prestigious jobs 
such as nurses, secretaries, maids are reserved for women. The central character of the book has two 
children with stereotypical English names – John and Mary. John is older and he studies to be a 
doctor which is one of the best paid and most prestigious professions in Britain. We learn that “he is a 
clever, hardworking student, a first-class footballer, boxer and runner” but don’t seem to know 
anything about his appearance. In contrast, his sister Mary is “a lovely little girl with golden hair and 
dark blue eyes and a spirit that is always bright and happy” and prefers dancing and music to learning. 
The same is with the central character’s female students: we know that they are good looking likable 
girls but they don’t like to work very much. Male students have much more serious attitude to their 
studies. Throughout the book, through texts and illustrations, gender and social differences and 
traditional gender and social roles are introduced into the hidden curriculum this textbook has. 

The third book on the list is Headway by John and Liz Soars which penetrated the Russian market in 
1992 and has enjoyed immense popularity ever since. It was designed after a number of social 
changes had taken place and social and gender roles are not so strongly emphasized: various jobs 
are not associated with masculinity / femininity but are linked to personal and professional qualities. In 
some cases women are described as representatives of some high-powered jobs such as Prime 
Ministers, Presidents, CEOs etc.  Women are active: they make individual independent decisions both 
in professional and personal life, e.g. a young lady featured in Headway elementary video course 
refuses to have romantic relationship with her male friend because “she is not ready to make that sort 
of commitment”. In Unit 3 of Headway Elementary textbook we meet Alison Hauser who is a molecular 
biologist and speaks three languages. The same unit tells us about Keiko Wilson who works as an 
interpreter for the UN. In unit 6 we learn about “little Miss Picasso” who is a talented painter in spite of 
her young age. She sells her paintings for between $ 10,000 and 80,000 and saves her money to buy 
a house for her family, thus she is shown not only as a gifted individual but a family provider as well. 
Unit 7 tells us a story of Mattie Smith who learnt to read and write when she was 86 and published 
several books of her poems after that. It is a story about a person of strong will and perseverance who 
managed to achieve her goal in spite of all obstacles and life circumstances she encountered. In the 
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same unit, we learn about life and career of Margaret Thatcher who is known as the first female prime 
minister of Great Britain. Unit 12 features a story told by a young girl who is learning to be a ballet 
dancer. However feminine this occupation might be, it is emphasized that she doesn’t only dance 
beautifully but is a girl of driving ambition: she is going to open a ballet school, not going to marry until 
she is thirty five presumably because it can prevent her from having a successful career and is 
determent to learn two foreign languages. The story of a young man in the first edition of a Headway 
pre-intermediate textbook was replaced by a story of a young lady in the third edition who told virtually 
the same story. Apart from that, we see many examples of successful, career-oriented and decisive 
women. All the stories go together with photographic images which informs us that these are real 
stories of real people and not just fictional characters. It is clear from the very first page that the world 
is a place of equal opportunities and your position in it depends on the contribution you are ready to 
make.  

4 CONCLUSIONS 
Cultural component in ESL textbooks is crucially important and every author consciously or 
subconsciously introduces it in his / her book. Since learning foreign languages is gaining ground in 
the global world these days, these principles can be used to promote the image and the values of the 
authors’ own country. In comparison with economic and political factors which can divide people and 
cause opposition, culture is by definition more positively connoted and people are more likely to be 
willing to learn it. Therefore, hidden curriculum can be used as an instrument for triggering positive 
changes in society and contributing to creating positive or negative image of a country.  

REFERENCES 
[1] Rashid, Ruzai & Engku Ibrahim, Engku Haliza. (2018). English Language Textbooks and 

Portrayal of Culture: A content analysis. MATEC Web of Conferences. 150. 05076. 
10.1051/matecconf/201815005076. 

[2] Ivanova, Victoria & Tivyaeva, Irina. (2015). Teaching foreign languages in Soviet and present-day 
Russia: A comparison of two systems. Journal of the Institute for Educational Research. 47. 305-
324. 10.2298/ZIPI1502305I. 

[3] Rashid, Ruzai & Engku Ibrahim, Engku Haliza. (2018). English Language Textbooks and 
Portrayal of Culture: A content analysis. MATEC Web of Conferences. 150. 05076. 
10.1051/matecconf/201815005076. 

[4] Glyn Lewis. Foreign and second language teaching in the USSR. 1962. Retrieved from: 
https://www.teachingenglish.org.uk/sites/teacheng/files/pub_F044%20ELT-
21%20Foreign%20and%20Second%20Language%20Teaching%20in%20the%20USSR_v3.PDF 

[5] Danping Wang, Kris Gritter. (2016) Learning or becoming: Ideology and national identity in 
textbooks for international learners of Chinese. Cogent Education 3:1. 

[6] Pavlenko, A. «Language of the Enemy»: Foreign Language Education and National Identity / 
Aneta Pavlenko // International Journal of Bilingual Education and Bilingualism. – 2003. – Vol. 6. – 
№ 5. – P. 313–331. 

[7] Ornstein, J. Foreign Language Training in the Soviet Union – A Qualitative View // The Modern 
Language Journal. – 1958. – Vol. 42. – № 8. – P. 382–392. 

[8] Alsubaie, Merfat Ayesh (2015). "Hidden Curriculum as One of Current Issue of Curriculum" 
(PDF). Journal of Education and Practice. 

[9] Eckersley’s life and career. Retrieved  from: 
https://warwick.ac.uk/fac/soc/al/research/collections/elt_archive/halloffame/eckersley/life  

11407




