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Introduction 

This article aims to highlight problems related to teaching the target culture through the target language in terms of the cultural content of some EFL coursebooks.

As English is not only a language spoken by English native speakers, but it is also a lingua franca, the relationship between English language and culture teaching may be manifold, and as such, it may touch aspects which are beyond the aims and frames of this paper. The adjectives English and British before the noun culture will be used — rightly or not — as synonyms.

Culture and Language Teaching

The definition of culture according to Macmillan English Dictionary is: „1 activities involving music, literature, and other arts. …2/b a set of ideas, beliefs, and ways of behaving of a particular society”(Macmillan ED 338). Ter-Minasova writes (Ter-Minasova 61) that „…the culture of the nation in the broad anthropological sense of the word means ’the way people live’ (what and how they eat, how they work, how they rest, what kind of homes they have).” As there is not an exact definition of the word in the sense we use it in the classroom, this talk applies the combination of the above cited ideas when it uses the word culture.
„It is not possible to teach language successfully without teaching cultural components as well. The key here is that in order to teach language successfully, the teacher must not only be an expert in the target language, but also the cultural expert of the cultures that utilize that language.”(James 43) With the words „utilize” and „cultures” in my read James emphasises that the English language is an international tool for transmitting cultures of the nations which use English as a lingua franca.

Pulverness claims that: „cultural learning will only be truly meaningful if it is comparative and contrastive.”. (Pulverness 9) Similarly, Polyák argues that the aims of teaching culture are to teach our learners: 

       be more aware of cultural differences and similarities

       be more tolerant of otherness

       be more aware of their identity

       have more information and knowledge about the target cultures.

                                                                      (Polyák 34)

Matheidesz emphasises that: „..the teaching of culture has to be based on a crosscultural approach, where students’ own experiences and values should be drawn upon.” (Matheidesz 60) Illés maintains that:„…it is necessary to teach culture but instead of an overtly cultural approach providing direct cultural content to learners, an indirect and covert inclusion of culture in the curriculum should be promoted.”(Illés 9)

From most of the above cited views it is seen that English language teaching (ELT) focusses on multiculturalism including the target culture. In my opinion, though it may seem to be an obsolete concept, the order should be reversed. ELT should give priority to the target culture including multiculturalism. It is more important to teach Hungarian learners British culture (together with Irish) through the English language than to teach any other cultures, even if it is obvious that British society is getting more and more multicultural. 

Why is it a crucial need for our students to familiarize them with the target culture together with the target language or, more importantly, through the target language? Kramsch claims that „learners are constrained, not by the English grammar, nor the English vocabulary, but by the patterns of native speaker discourse they have been exposed to.”(Kramsch 18) Goddard also connects foreign language communication and culture emphasising that „we need to learn about their(the others we communicate with( cultures: their symbols, their heroes, their ways of doing things.”(Goddard 31) Ter-Minasova adds to it that „the actual use of languages as a means of communication largerly depends on the cultural background knowledge of the user.” (Ter-Minasova 62) Consequently, if the learner does not obtain the socio-cultural background of the target language, the language cannot be meaningfully used.

Does ELT provide students coming from another culture, namely Hungarian, with a solid cultural background knowledge offering enough protection from a certain culture shock if they happen to visit the UK and Ireland? In recent times Hungarian language learners may work or and study in these countries. There they are faced with George Mikes, the Hungarian born British humourist’s experience that: „In England everything is the other way round”(Mikes 14). How could our students then adjust themselves to the ’alien’ conditions if they are not taught „when in Rome do as the Romans do”? In addition, they must be taught cultures of other English speaking countries out of Europe (Canadian, Australian and North American) as these cultures also share their roots with British culture because of their mutual historical past, and though smaller in number, still with realistic opportunity, Hungarian young people can work or study in these countries as well. In my view, one aim of teaching English culture through the English language currently is to assuage the alien feeling, and help students make themselves at home in the English speaking countries.

The reverse order of teaching culture does not deny that English is a tool of multiculturalism and international understanding. This role has always been in the centre of communicative language teaching (CLT) in the past decades. It does mean however, that teaching the culture of the target language should occupy its central position in English language teaching. Then, as a further step, English classes should offer the opportunity to contrast and compare the well-acquired British culture with the language learners’ own one and other cultures in and out of the European Union. Accordingly, the knowledge of the target culture will foster the students’ crosscultural mindset.

Culture and coursebooks

As James (2002) highlights, language teachers are challenged to be experts of culture as well. That is the reason why most teachers look upon a coursebook as „the most convenient means of providing the structure that the teaching-learning system … requires”(Hutchinson and Torres 317). I claim that it is the coursebook which should be the most important source for teaching culture and language together. The question raises whether English textbooks are reliable enough in terms of their cultural content. How can this expectation be fulfilled? The good coursebook with its cultural content and a culturally well-prepared teacher may add the extra usefulness to the English language teaching and learning process in the classroom.

The relationship between culture and textbooks is a burning issue in current EFL teaching. The main question from this aspect is how culture should be reflected and involved in coursebooks. Textbook writers have been trying to satisfy the requirements which have been arisen both by methodologists and practising teachers. Writers however, very often fail to produce coursebooks which transmit British culture at a reasonable level both from the aspect of practical methodology and cultural content.

I emphasise the priority of English culture with its traditional trends as well as its changes in English language coursebooks, even if Prodromou, the excellent textbook writer puts the stress on English as „the centre of international and global culture” (Prodromou 49), and his textbooks represent multiculturalism overwhelmingly. 

In the 60-ies and 70-ies in Hungarian secondary education there were books which taught English and American literature (from Chaucer to Arthur Miller) and several well-known events of British and American history, famous American and British scientists, British customs, table manners and traditional events, way of life in the UK (Budai’s series of textbooks). Then, for another or two decades we had to teach books which were neutral from cultural point of view. By this I mean that not only literature, history and customs were omitted but also folk or traditional songs which earlier used to be the peaks of some English lessons. Pulverness strengthens my experience and he explains it as follows: „the growth of CLT was accompanied by a decline in interest in two areas which had traditionally formed part of the EFL curriculum: literature and British Life and Institutions .” (Pulverness 8). Then he adds that: „in teaching English for communication and neglecting culture, we may be giving our learners access to an impoverished means of communication, effective survival and for routine transactions, but lacking much of the cultural resonance that makes it fully meaningful for native speakers.” (Pulverness 9) It is the main idea this paper aims to emphasise: communicative language teaching should not go together with the impoverishment of students’ cultural education of the target languge and it is the textbook writers’ responsibility to serve and fulfill this basic need of language users.

My experience as a learner then a teacher of English dates back to the 60-ies and 70-ies of the last century and I remember what it meant to learn and teach English through literature, history and other cultural issues. In the 80-ies and 90-ies coursebooks however, did not deal with British traditions, customs and manners. Teachers had to do this if time and their knowledge admitted.

Nowadays we tend to be on the right track: There are more and more textbooks on the market which try to combine CLT with a target cultural content. A good coursebook serves the principles of the communicative language teaching approach with the target culture as core content. Its topics can be of a wide range from traditional and historical events, customs, excerpts from literary pieces, scenes from everyday life, all at the age and language level of the learner. In practice, it offers meaningful exercises and activities in which the texts deal with cultural issues from the UK and Ireland. 

British culture in a few EFL coursebooks

As I am emphasising now our place in the same Union, I look upon randomly some widely used textbooks in secondary education on the Hungarian market published mainly since 2000, to what extent they deal with British culture. I also have chosen the books from all the language levels at which we have to teach our students in a Hungarian secondary school.

These works are as follows, in brackets with the date of publication.:

Snapshot Starter (2000) 

Upstream Elementary (2005)

Enterprise Plus (2002) (a pre-intermediate coursebook)

Matrix Intermediate (2000)

Opportunities Intermediate (2000 )

Prospects Upper-Intermediate (2000 )

First Certificate Star (1998)

(Snapshot and Opportunities series have already had their revised editions entitled New Snapshot and New Opportunities. They have the same concept as their predecessors.)

There are books which integrate culture within units either devoting the whole unit to one cultural topic (Prospects Upper-Intermediate) or some exercises within a unit. (Matrix Intermediate) or a combination of the two (First Certificate Star). Others have whole, separated chapters labelling them like „Culture Clip, „Literature Corner”, „Culture Cuts” (Upstream Elementary), or „Wide Angle on the World” (Snapshot Starter) „Culture Corner” in Opportunities Intermediate, „Literature Spot” in the same book, „Literature Corner” (Enterprise Plus) or units in the appendix for history or geography (Enterprise Plus). 

The books I mention in the paper follow the communicative language teaching approach. The exercises and activities worked out in suitable interactions use the cultural content as a means of developing skills and or practising grammar or extending vocabulary. 

Snapshot Starter does the most from the aspect of developing skills, teaching grammar and vocabulary through the cultural content of the target language. As a beginner book it develops all the four basic language skills through everyday topics from British everyday life at the suitable level of the age group it is aimed at. It achieves what by useable, meaningful language is understood in ELT. It provides learners with useful information on British life and customs (eg homes, meals) by presenting British families. This book even teaches manners (Unit 2), which is — very sadly — quite unusual and is badly missing from language coursebooks. It also gives „snapshots” on literature by mentioning Shakespeare or Jane Austen, and it introduces historical and geographical issues when showing the sights of Brighton.

Upstream Elementary is conscious about teaching the target language together with the target culture in separate sections. It uses, for example, a song from Roald Dahl, the Welsh-born writer’s Charlie and the Chocolate Factory to develop listening and reading skills. It teaches vocabulary and develops reading skills with a passage from The Prisoner of Zenda by Anthony Hope Hawkins. The battle of Hastings, life in Tudor times, the Great Plague, Victorian and Elisabethan houses or national Scottish and Welsh dishes are also used as topics for skillswork.

Enterprise Plus, which is labelled as a pre-intermediate coursebook, had been written by the same authors some years before they produced Upstream series. The writers follow the method of separating clear-cut culture content from other topics. „Literature Corner” sections are devoted to develop reading skills and extending vocabulary through excerpts from David Copperfield and The Jungle Book, whereas „Culture Clips” familiarize students with the history of local dishes like Irish stew or fish and chips, as well as through reading, listening and speaking skillswork The Great Fire of London, or London transport peculiarities and Shakespeare and the Elisabethan theatre. 

Matrix Intermediate teaches some information about the Lake District for developing reading and listening skills. On the pretext of Dickens it teaches how to write biography. Shakespeare’s life gives a source for teaching vocabulary, whereas some information on Cockney English is a tool of developing listening and speaking skills. The book uses the Poems for the Underground project in London not only for reading comprehension and vocabulary teaching, but at the same time it also highlights an unique and successful cultural initiative. These examples by and large cover the British cultural content of the coursebook.

Opportunities Intermediate seems to be very conscious about teaching the target culture within the units and also in separate sections at the end of the book. At this language level the book completes the task of conveying target culture through teaching the target language very successfully. It is also consistent in comparing and contrasting the target culture with the learners’ own, which is either neglected or randomly done in the other selected books. Here sport, traffic, newspaper, education system in the UK can be compared and contrasted through skillswork like listening and speaking. It also teaches manners through listening. Reading is developed with a text about Ireland and Wales. In the „Literature Spot” section the main objectives are reading, listening and speaking skills through some adopted excerpts from Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales and Jane Austen’s Sense and Sensibility. 
Although the Prospects series was written for Hungarian students by English native speaker writers, the 3rd volume Prospects Upper-Intermediate ignores comparing and contrasting cultures of the English speaking countries and that of Hungary. Moreover, it looks upon English as first of all an international language, so by its concept it does not introduce too much about the culture of the UK either. It devotes a whole unit to Orwell, Units 16 and 17 deal with Britain (history, a miscellanous quiz on Britain). There is a pretentious text entitled Who wrote Shakespeare’s Hamlet? which is intended to develop reading and speaking skills. The most important evidence to declare that the book is for Hungarian students is in the last Consolidation Unit about Lajos Kossuth. Writing skills can be practised through his life story. This book is concerned with multicultural issues when it teaches the language by the principles of the communicative approach.

First Certificate Star, the last volume of a three-book series was produced by Luke Prodromou. This book is close to perfect if the teacher’s aim is to drive her students to a successful Cambridge First Certificate Exam, or the new-type school leaving exam in Hungary (which copied the British A and O level system and the Cambridge language exams). The book however is far from being perfect if the students would like to know something about the culture of Great Britain and the British Isles. Prodromou provides the students with meaningful communicative activities and exercises through arts (Dalí, Monet, Seurat) but all these vocabulary or garmmar exercises could and should have been done with the same short texts on Gainsborough, Constable or Turner, just to mention how he missed to teach some representatives of British arts. General education is highly served, but the given examples are taught in another school subject, in the History of Arts. Most units do not make use of everyday topics (like food, traffic etc) either to teach something about British eating habits or table manners or driving on the left. 

In some units there are tasks for reading or grammar practice about English manners and sights of Britain. A whole unit is devoted to Sherlock Holmes (Unit 8), a word-building exercise to Jane Eyre. Shakespeare and Agatha Christie are used for a gap-filling exercise for practising relative pronouns. In my opinion at this language level British history, literature and other cultural issues could have deserved much more from a very talented and CLT conscious coursebook writer.

Conclusion

There are many coursebooks on the market and though more and more are conscious about transmitting the target culture, most of them do not explore the possibility. Consequently, they cannot fulfill the task of being a reliable aid for teachers in terms of British culture. The teacher therefore must be resolute to apply her cultural knowledge driven from both her own personal experience and from handbooks and other written, visual or audible sources. The challenge for the teacher is to use them with communicative methodological techniques as additional materials to the textbooks. Enthusiastic teachers can consider this energy and time consuming activity as a permanent self-education and self-development.

To sum up, I maintain that even though the idea of multiculturalism and English as an international language are of paramount importance to many participants of the ELT process, it is more useful for Hungarian learners in the European Union if English coursebooks focus on teaching the target culture through the target language. Being familiar with both the language and the culture in which it is imbedded, language learners will understand the changes which have been going on both in Hungary and in the United Kingdom and they will be able to appreciate multiculturalism more successfully on this cultural basis.
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