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Abstract 

Globalization has led to the need for incorporating world cultures into foreign language 
curricula to develop students’ intercultural communicative competence. As a result, 
intercultural approaches as well as intercultural communicative competence have been widely 
studied. While there are a number of studies discussing this issue from the perspectives of 
teachers, the literature finds few studies regarding students’ perceptions. Therefore, the 
question of whether there are any gaps between teachers’ and students’ perceptions remains 
unanswered. To help answer this question, this study conducted a survey exploring university 
students’ perceptions of culture learning and teaching in the English classroom by using a 
combination of quantitative and qualitative methods. Based on the results of a questionnaire 
and interviews, this study found the practice and the materials used in EFL teaching might 
not satisfy the requirements of leaners as users of English as a lingua franca (ELF) for 
intercultural communication. Thus further research regarding effective teaching methods is 
needed. 

Keywords: culture teaching and learning, EFL, intercultural communicative competence, 
intercultural approach, English as lingua franca (ELF) 
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1. Introduction 

There is a growing belief that culture teaching and language teaching are inseparable, and 
that culture should always be integrated into language learning context in foreign language 
education (Nault, 2006). This belief is difficult to argue against as there is mounting evidence 
to show that culture learning contributes to the success of language learning (Byram & 
Morgan,1994; Chung & Chow, 2004; Ho, 1998; Lin, 2004; Sung & Chen, 2014; Tavares & 
Cavalcanti,1996). It is also often noted that the necessity to integrate culture learning into 
language learning is becoming even more apparent under the influence of globalization. 
Accordingly, many scholars around the world advocated for the integration of culture into 
ESL/EFL teaching to accommodate the use of English as a means of international and 
intercultural communication (Alptekin, 2002; Byram, 1997; Chao, 2009; Ke, 2010). This 
implies the focus of language learning is shifting from developing one’s communicative 
competence to developing intercultural communicative competence. 

The development of intercultural communicative competence has received a lot of attention 
worldwide. Educators, teachers and researchers have gone to some lengths to promote the 
importance of the cultural dimension in English learning and explore effective teaching 
methods to help language learners to become interculturally competent. In the literature, 
many studies (Cheng, 2006; Cheng, 2012; Lai, 2006; Stapleton, 2000; Sung &Chen, 2009; 
Wu, 2015; Yang, 2004; Yo, 2007; Young & Sachdev, 2011) discuss this issue from teachers’ 
perspectives. Teachers’ beliefs and practices in the classrooms are explored with the 
implication that teachers’ beliefs directly affect their perceptions of both teaching and 
learning in the classroom (Clark & Peterson, 1986; Clark & Yinger, 1987). However, studies 
on students’ views are relatively rare. As a result, cultural instruction has become a topic 
about which much has been said by experts while little has been heard from learners (Chang, 
2004). This has prompted the author of this paper to ponder on the following questions: How 
do students perceive language and culture; To what extent are they aware of English’s role as 
a lingua franca; To what extent do they receive cultural instruction in the classroom; and what 
do they think of the instruction and materials used? 

With a need to answer these questions, the author conducted a survey exploring university 
students’ perceptions of culture learning and teaching in English language classrooms in one 
comprehensive university located in Northern Taiwan by using a combination of quantitative 
and qualitative methods, in an attempt to understand student perspectives of the current 
English teaching practice. This survey of culture and language teaching from students’ 
perspectives is thus an attempt to understand what is happening in the classroom, to what 
extent the goal of using intercultural approach has been practiced and what aspects of this 
need improvement.  

It is hoped the answers to these research questions in this study can make a significant 
contribution to the success of culture learning and teaching under the English as Lingua 
Franca (ELF) paradigm and empower students’ voices in their education. It is expected that 
exploring students’ perceptions will contribute to a better understanding of learners’ attitudes 
towards culture learning in EFL teaching and identifying the gaps between experts’ and 
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learners’ views. This understanding will allow pedagogical suggestions for more successful 
and effective cultural instruction to be made to textbook writers, curriculum designers and 
teachers. 

2. Literature Review 

2.1 The role of culture in English language pedagogy 

Language and culture are closely linked. As Brown (2001) states, whenever you teach a 
language, you also teach a complex system of cultural values, ways of thinking, customs and 
behaviors. This close relationship between language and culture suggests that a language 
cannot be fully learned without some degree of understanding of the cultural context, which 
is also reinforced with a lot of evidence showing that culture learning can make a 
contribution to the success of communication and language learning (Byram & Morgan,1994; 
Chung & Chow, 2004; Ho, 1998; Lin, 2004; Sung & Chen, 2014; Tavares & 
Cavalcanti,1996).  

Garrett-Rucks (2016) reviews a range of pedagogical perspectives of how culture has been 
situated within foreign language instruction from the grammar-translation method to the 
communicative language approach leading to intercultural communicative competence (ICC) 
and literacy-based approaches. Under the old grammar-translation method, notions of the 
target culture were mainly defined by “Big C” culture, referring to the products of a country 
or sociocultural achievements in the arts. In the late1960s, when the audio-lingual method 
emerged, discussions of culture began to promote the inclusion of “little c” culture, signifying 
people’s life styles and behaviors, such as daily activities, personal values, customs, lifestyles, 
attitudes and traditions.  

During the 1970s and 1980s, a modern approach, Communicative Language Teaching (CLT), 
placed a greater emphasis on the oral use of the language for meaningful communication to 
develop learners’ communicative competence. CLT proposes to situate foreign language 
teaching in a clearly defined social and cultural context corresponding to the socio-linguistic 
viewpoint that language is generally influenced by culture, the society, economics, and the 
people who use it. Thus, the importance of cultural understanding has been widely 
recognized and its incorporation into language teaching has continued to increase. 

However, with globalization impacting on English language education, the role of the English 
language has shifted from a medium of communicating primarily with native speakers to a 
more general medium of communication with both native and non-native speakers. This 
change has led to discussions of English as a Lingua Franca (ELF) and intercultural 
competence. As Byram (1997) argues, defining communicative competence mainly in terms 
of sociolinguistic norms of a particular social group or on a native speaker model basis seems 
to be rather narrow a view from the perspective of intercultural communication. This is 
because such a definition does not take cross-cultural communication into consideration. 
Barnes-Karol and Broner (2010) also noted that the learning of culture in CLT emphasizes 
products and practices with disregard for perspectives. Due to the increased criticism of CLT, 
discussions have shifted from culture-specific to culture-general models of intercultural 
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competence in the 1990s. 

2.2 English teaching in the era of ELF 

This new role of English as a Lingua Franca (ELF) calls for three changes in English 
language teaching.    

2.2.1 From communicative competence to intercultural competence  

Rather than communicative competence, intercultural competence has been recognized as an 
essential skill in the globalized world (Alptekin, 2002; Byram, 1997; Chao, 2009; Ke, 2010). 
Hence, learning to deal with different cultures effectively requires cultural awareness, 
communicative competence, personal attitudes like empathy and flexibility, self-awareness 
and understanding of others’ values, norms, and beliefs (Byram, 2009). To develop such 
ability, a new pedagogic model is urgently needed to accommodate the case of English as a 
means of international and intercultural communication. 

2.2.2 Implementing an intercultural approach 

An intercultural approach has been widely proposed to train learners to be ELF users. 
Liddicoat’s perspective on intercultural exploration is that source and target cultures are equal 
and learners learn cultures through the language they are learning (Liddicoat, 2011). He 
advises some teaching points for teachers to adopt or adapt to help students develop abilities 
for intercultural exploration. These teaching skills include a) involve students in a process of 
noticing, reflecting, and interacting; b) construct source and target culture; c) view instances 
of language use as experiences of culture and opportunities for culture learning; d) focus on 
the capabilities required for on-going learning about cultures through experiences of 
languages; and e) encourage the inclusion of multiple perspectives.  

2.2.3 Diverse cultural contents in ELF 

The focus of culture learning has been shifted from specific English-speaking cultures to 
intercultural teaching as a goal to develop intercultural competence of English learners (Sercu, 
2006). It is suggested that a diversity of culture, as well as non-mainstream cultures should be 
included in ELT instruction. This would help increase learners' interest by exposing them to a 
variety of cultures, rather than constantly imposing only one culture upon them. It would also 
help avoid the fear of assimilation into a specific culture, and help them show respect to 
different cultures. McKay (2002,2012) identifies three types of cultural materials to be used: 
target culture materials, learners' own culture materials and international target culture 
materials, emphasizing that students' own culture should be integrated into culture learning. 
Kramsch (1993) also states that teaching should include “a reflection both on the target and 
on the native culture.” Robinson (1988) also suggests, “cultural understanding involves a 
synthesis between the learner’s home culture, the target cultural input and the learner as an 
individual.”  

2.3 Studies on perceptions of culture teaching of students in Taiwan 

Among local studies pertaining to intercultural communicative competence, there are some 
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that have tapped into students’ opinions on culture learning. Chang (2004), for example, 
surveyed 120 senior high school students’ perceptions of culture, the relationship of culture 
and language, cultural instruction received in the English class, and their knowledge of native 
and target culture. Following the valuable insights from Chang (2004), Chen (2011) 
investigated 1050 senior high school students’ perceptions of culture teaching. The results 
show that in general, students held positive attitudes towards culture learning. They 
recognized the close relationship between language and culture, and they considered culture 
learning beneficial to their English learning. While they were generally pleased with their 
English teachers’ cultural instruction, they were less satisfied with the cultural content 
presented in current English textbooks. As for their preferences of cultural instruction in 
English class, authentic materials, such as films, songs, and pictures, were the most favored 
materials, while games and interaction with foreigners were the most popular activities. 
Things related to daily life were the favorite topics, and true/false and multiple choice 
questions were the favorite methods of assessment of culture learning. Students also indicated 
that English-speaking cultures should not be the only cultures introduced in the English class. 
Students’ gender, along with English proficiency, exposure to English media/foreign culture, 
and future goals were found to have played important roles in shaping their perceptions of 
culture learning.  

In higher education, Sung and Chen (2008) conducted a study on the viewpoints of certain 
university students in Taiwan, showing that the students held positive attitudes towards the 
incorporation of English-speaking cultures into their English learning. In addition, Tsai (2016) 
interviewed 12 university students in Taiwan to explore students’ views on the cultural 
dimension in EFL teaching. The study found that all of the participants show interest in 
culture learning, but considered there to be a lack of the cultural dimension in EFL teaching 
because of the focus on linguistic components, the test-oriented learning environment, the 
lack of interest in other countries, teachers’ limited knowledge of teaching culture, and the 
influence of parents. The factor relating to teachers lacking the knowledge of how to teach 
culture is also found in many studies on the perceptions of teachers (Cheng, 2006; Cheng, 
2012; Lai, 2006; Stapleton, 2000; Sung &Chen, 2009; Wu, 2015; Yang, 2004; Yo, 2007; 
Young & Sachdev, 2011). 

The rise of the recognition of English as a lingua franca is calling for new and more effective 
ways to include cultural content into English classes. Therefore, different from the previous 
studies, this study explored university learners’ opinions regarding culture teaching and 
learning with a focus on the perspective of ELF. 

3. Method   

3.1 Participants 

Participants were 210 non-English majors who were taking the course Freshman English at 
the university where the study was conducted. Freshman English is a 2-credit required course 
and students were placed into three levels: high (L1), mid (L2) and low (L3) based on their 
scores on the English subject test in the National College Entrance Examination. Two classes 
from each level were randomly selected. A total of 250 questionnaires were distributed to six 



Journal of Studies in Education 
ISSN 2162-6952 

2019, Vol. 9, No. 2 

                  www.macrothink.org/jse 32

classes. There were 210 students completing the questionnaires providing a return rate of 
84%. There were 13 students participating in a semi-structured interview. Among them, there 
were four students from high-level classes (L1S1-L1S4), four from mid-level classes 
(L2S1-L2S4), and five from low-level classes (L3S1-L3S5). The details regarding gender, 
major area of study, English proficiency level, interviewees, and interviewee gender are 
displayed in Table 1.  

Table 1. Demographic information 

Gender M F    N 

 73 137    210 

Study Humanities Language Business Law Science  

 47 42 90 13 18 210 

Year Freshman Sophomore Junior Senior   

 210 0 0 0  210 

Class Level High(L1) Mid (L2) Low(L3)    

 67 74 69   210 

Interviewee 4 4 5   13 

Interviewee Gender 4 9    13 

Interviewee Study 6 3 3 0 1 13 

3.2 Data Collection 

The researcher constructed a questionnaire to collect the primary data to answer the research 
question. After carrying out the questionnaire survey, a further invitation was made to recruit 
volunteers who would like to participate in semi-structured interviews in the hope of gaining 
more in-depth insights to supplement the findings of the questionnaire survey. 

3.2.1 Construction of the questionnaire 

Based on the literature review pertaining to culture and language, cultural instruction, 
previous studies on students’ perceptions of culture learning, studies on cultural content in 
textbooks and the purpose of this study, a questionnaire was constructed. It was then modified 
based on the suggestions from one translator and two experts on culture and English language 
learning. Finally, it was put to the test in a pilot study in September 2017. Some confusion 
was found concerning some of the questions during the pilot study, thus some final changes 
were made before the formal survey was carried out. 

3.2.2 Content of the questionnaire 

The final version of the questionnaire consists of 2 sections: I) the participants’ demographic 
information, and II) language and culture teaching. 32 questions in Section II were 
categorized into five themes: (1) perceptions of language and culture, (2) ELF perspective, (3) 
current cultural instruction in the classroom, (4) perceptions of cultural instruction received, 
and (5) perceptions of cultural content in textbooks. Some questions regarding language and 
culture, cultural instruction and cultural contents were adopted from Chen’s study (2011). The 
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researcher added questions regarding attitude toward to native-like English and current 
classroom practice. Although the questions in Section II are not statistically validated, they 
serve the purpose of eliciting participants’ perceptions of language and culture and the 
cultural instruction they received. The detailed layout of the questionnaire is shown in Table 
2. 

Table 2. Layout of the questionnaire 

Sections Themes Items 

I. Demographic 

information 

University University 1 

Gender Gender 2 

Academic status School Year 3 

Major 4 

School 5 

Foreign language 

learning 

Years of English learning 6 

Other foreign language learning 7 

Contact with foreign language-learning resources 8 

Direct experience of 

foreign cultures 

Social contact with foreigners 9 

Being abroad  10 

Culture shock 11 

II. 

Language and 

Culture Teaching 

(1) Perceptions of 

language and 

culture 

Interest in culture 1 

Relationship of language and culture 2-3 

Goals for culture learning 4-7 

Perceived benefits of culture learning 8-10 

(2) Self-awareness 

of ELF  

Standard English 11-14 

Native-speaking cultures 

Own culture 

Foreign culture 

(3) Current cultural 

instruction in 

the classroom 

Teacher belief 15 

Approaches or activities 16-17 

Cultural materials 18 

Assessment 19 

Local culture 20 

English-speaking culture 21 

Foreign culture 22 

(4) Perceptions of 

cultural 

instruction 

received 

Interest 23 

Satisfaction 24 

Variety 25 

Sufficiency   26 
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Depth 27 

(5) Perceptions of 

cultural content 

in textbooks 

Interest 28 

Satisfaction 29 

Variety 30 

Sufficiency 31 

Depth 32 

3.2.3 Interview 

The data collected from the flexible semi-structured interviews, allowing new questions to be 
brought up in response to interviewee remarks, formed the secondary data source to support 
the quantitative findings. A series of prearranged questions related directly to the research 
questions (aspects of the participants’ demographic information, thoughts on language and 
culture, thoughts on English as a lingua franca, current intercultural instruction received and 
their interests, expectations or suggestions) were asked to elicit the responses to support the 
quantitative data (Appendix 1). Each interview lasted from 40 to 60 minutes. Interviewees 
were allowed to respond either in Chinese or English. The contents of each interview were 
recorded, transcribed and translated into English, with the interviewees’ permission, by two 
language experts. 

3.3 Data Analysis 

To answer the research questions, statistical analysis was conducted for the data collected 
from the questionnaire survey. To analyze the data collected from the interviews, a qualitative 
analysis suggested by Miles and Huberman (1994) consisting of three procedures, data 
reduction, data display and conclusion drawing/verification, was implemented. First, the 
collected data were carefully read. After that, all statements relating to the research question 
were identified and each was assigned a code or category. These codes were then noted, and 
each relevant statement was organized under its appropriate code. Next, using the codes 
developed, the researcher reread the data to confirm that the concepts and categories 
accurately represent interview responses and to explore how the concepts and categories were 
related. Coded data were then categorized into the themes of the questionnaire. 

4. Results  

The percentages for each item in each of the five themes for L1, L2 and L3 are presented in 
Tables. The last column in the tables shows the sum of the percentage showing agreement 
and the percentage showing strong agreement, which was used for discussion in the results.  

4.1 Perceptions of language and culture 

As shown in Table 3, item 1to10 deal with students’ perceptions of language and culture, with 
item1 relating to interest in culture, items 2 and 3 concerning the relationship of language and 
culture, items 4 to 7 relating to goals for culture learning, and items 8 to 10 concerning 
perceived benefits of culture learning. The percentages of the 10 items for each level are 
presented. 
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More than three quarters (77%) of the L1 participants agreed or strongly agreed that they 
were interested in culture. More than two thirds (69%) of the L2 participants also showed 
such interest. In L3, 53% of participants agreed or strongly agreed with such interest. When it 
comes to the relationship of language and culture, the majority of the L1 participants (90%, 
87%) and the L2 participants (87%, 86%) agreed or strongly agreed that language and culture 
are closely related. In L3, approximately 70% of participants showed such agreement. 
Regarding goals for culture learning, the majority of the participants, 87%-97% in L1, 
86%-97% in L2, and 79%-89% in L3, agreed or strongly agreed with the role of learning 
culture in understanding others and in communication. As for the perceived benefits of 
culture learning, 50% to 74% of L1 participants, agreed or strongly agreed with the 
statements regarding enhancing motivation, making learning fun and improving proficiency. 
The percentages for this ranged from 54% to 59% in L2, and from 37% to 54% in L1. In 
general, these percentages revealed that students held a positive perception of language and 
culture. However, it is noted that the percentages of agreement regarding the perceived 
benefits of culture learning were relatively lower than for other themes at each level, in 
particular for item 10. This indicates a somewhat lower level of agreement for the statement 
that culture learning can improve proficiency.  

The findings drawn from the quantitative data were mirrored in students’ opinions in the 
interviews. Here are some examples regarding relationship, goals for culture learning, and 
benefits. 

My English is not good. I always get bad grades. I am interested in knowing about other 
cultures. But I don’t think culture learning can help me do a good job in exams, like TOEIC. 
(Interview L3S2, 03/23/2018)  

Learning a language is learning its culture. When we learn English, we also learn culture. For 
example, we learn about Christmas, or Thanksgiving in English class. We learn the history, 
when people celebrate, and how they celebrate these festivals. (Interview L3S4, 03/23/2018)  

I learn English because I want to study abroad or get a job in a foreign country in the future. If 
I know more about different cultures, it will help me survive in a new environment and 
communicate better with others. (InterveiwL1S1, 03/26/2018) 

In high school, we had to read English magazines every month. In every issue, there were 
always some topics about different places and their values, such as festivals around the world, 
or differences between east and west. This is how I learned new knowledge about the world. I 
enjoyed reading them. It was interesting. (Interview L1S4, 03/26/2018)  
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Table 3. Perceptions of language and culture 

Item(s) Level N Strongly disagree Disagree Slightly disagree Slightly agree Agree Strongly agree

1. Interest in cutlure L1 67 0% 0% 3% 20% 44% 33% 77%

L2 74 0% 0% 7% 24% 36% 33% 69%

L3 69 1% 1% 6% 39% 43% 10% 53%

2. Language and culture closely related L1 67 0% 1% 1% 7% 41% 49% 90%

L2 74 0% 0% 3% 10% 34% 53% 87%

L3 69 0% 0% 4% 26% 39% 31% 70%

3. Culture is important in language leanring L1 67 0% 0% 1% 11% 40% 47% 87%

L2 74 0% 0% 3% 11% 47% 39% 86%

L3 69 0% 0% 4% 20% 51% 24% 75%

4,. Culture learning helps gian knowledge L1 67 0% 0% 0% 3% 27% 70% 97%

L2 74 0% 0% 0% 10% 33% 57% 90%

L3 69 0% 0% 1% 10% 50% 39% 89%

5. Culture learning helps  understand L1 67 0% 0% 1% 4% 26% 69% 95%

    the differences L2 74 0% 0% 0% 3% 41% 56% 97%

L3 69 0% 0% 3% 11% 54% 31% 85%

6. Culture learning helps  develop L1 67 0% 0% 1% 11% 24% 63% 87%

   positive attitude towards others L2 74 0% 0% 1% 11% 36% 51% 87%

L3 69 0% 0% 3% 19% 46% 33% 79%

7. Culture leanring helps communication L1 67 0% 0% 0% 13% 36% 51% 87%

L2 74 0% 1% 4% 9% 39% 47% 86%

L3 69 0% 0% 1% 16% 51% 31% 82%

8. Cut;lure learning can motivate my L1 67 0% 1% 7% 23% 44% 23% 67%

   learning L2 74 0% 1% 7% 37% 36% 19% 55%

L3 69 1% 1% 7% 47% 31% 11% 42%

9. Culture leanring makes class more L1 67 0% 0% 0% 26% 41% 33% 74%

   interesting L2 74 0% 0% 7% 34% 36% 23% 59%

L3 69 1% 3% 4% 37% 43% 11% 54%

10. Culture leanring helps improve L1 67 1% 3% 3% 43% 33% 17% 50%

     English proficiency L2 74 0% 0% 14% 31% 34% 20% 54%

L3 69 1% 1% 14% 46% 31% 6% 37%  

4.2 Self-awareness of ELF 

As shown in Table 4, items 11 to 14 deal with the students’ attitude toward native-speaker 
English and types of cultures to learn in the context of English as lingua franca. The 
percentages showing agreement or strong agreement on native-speaking English (NS) as 
Standard English were 39% in L1, 41% in L2, and 36% in L3 respectively. As for the cultures 
to learn, the percentages for learning English-speaking cultures were 43% in L1, 54% in L2, 
and 39% in L3. The percentages for learning local culture were 26% in L1, 23% in L2, and 
17% in L3. In the item of learning foreign cultures, the percentages were 24% in L1, 27% in 
L2, and 23% in L3. Thus at all three levels, a common tendency towards English-speaking 
cultures as the priority and local culture as the least desired culture to learn was found. 

This finding was also confirmed in the interviews. The interviewees were all asked to rank 
what culture should be taught in the English class. Among the 13 interviewees, there were 11 
interviewees reporting the same result as shown in Table 4: English-speaking cultures as the 
priority and students’ own culture the least important. However, the other two students 
presented a different result, ranking their own culture as the top choice. According to their 
explanations, this was a result from their intercultural-contact experience. Take this L1S2 
quote for example. 

I have a Japanese friend. We communicate with each other in English on Facebook. I didn’t 
know the importance of Taiwanese culture in communication until I met my foreign friend. I 
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encountered a lot of barriers when I was trying to express my culture. Therefore, I think 
learning own culture is important. (Interview L1S2, 03/28/2018)  

Table 4. Self-awareness of ELF 

I tem(s) Level N Strongly disagree Disagree Slightly disagreeSlightly agree Agree Strongly agree

11. Native-speaking English as L1 67 3% 6% 23% 30% 23% 16% 39%

     standard English L2 74 3% 6% 11% 39% 24% 17% 41%

L3 69 4% 3% 21% 36% 27% 9% 36%

12. English-speaking cultures  L1 67 0% 0% 11% 46% 29% 14% 43%

  should be included L2 74 0% 1% 10% 36% 36% 17% 53%

L3 69 0% 3% 10% 49% 29% 10% 39%

13. Local culture should be L1 67 3% 10% 24% 37% 20% 6% 26%

    included L2 74 3% 4% 29% 41% 19% 4% 23%

L3 69 1% 6% 41% 34% 17% 0% 17%

14. Foreign cultures should L1 67 4% 9% 26% 37% 20% 4% 24%

     be included L2 74 1% 6% 34% 31% 23% 4% 27%

L3 69 1% 6% 27% 43% 17% 6% 23%  

4.3 Current cultural instruction received in the classroom  

With respect to current cultural instruction received, results are shown in Table 5. Item 15 
showed that less than 50% of the participants from each level agreed or strongly agreed that 
their teachers stressed the importance of culture learning in class. For items 16 to 18, the 
percentages of the participants agreeing or strongly agreeing showed that authentic materials 
were the most widely-used method in each level with 84% in L1, 48% in L2, and 49% in L3. 
It is noted that for both approaches and assessment, the percentages of agreement for L1 were 
higher than those for L2 or L3, indicating high-level students received somewhat more 
cultural instruction. As for the types of culture taught, this is shown in items 20 to 22 in Table 
5. The smallest percentages are for item 20, Local culture, with 32% in L1, 33% in L2, and 
30% in L3, indicating that the local culture was less mentioned compared to English-speaking 
or foreign cultures. This ranking corresponded to students’ thoughts concerning types of 
culture they want to learn in mentioned earlier. The implications of these percentages can be 
elucidated more with the support of the interviews. 

One question regarding the percentages of linguistic knowledge and cultural content taught in 
the class was asked during the interviews. The results showed 11 interview participants 
reported a focus on linguistic knowledge or grammar with most percentages ranging from 
70% to 90%. Two participants reported 50% and 60% of teaching included a cultural 
dimension. The following were four representative quotes showing to what extent culture is 
integrated into English teaching.  

My teacher teaches the readings in the textbook. Although some readings are about cultural 
issues, most of the time is spent on vocabulary, explaining sentences and grammar. We do the 
vocabulary exercise in the textbook as homework. The teaching is very similar to what we did 
in high school.  (Interview L3S4, 03/23/2018) 

In high school we read a lot of English magazines. The articles in the magazines usually 
include many culture-related topics. In college, we only read textbooks. Some topics in the 
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textbook are about culture, for example different cultures have different opinions about beauty. 
(Interview L2S2, 03/23/2018) 

Sometimes our teacher uses the videos from YouTube or Ted Talks as supplement 
supplementary materials related to the topics in the textbook. Or ask us to make a presentation 
related to the topics in the textbook such as environmental issues, endangered animals, or 
earthquakes in Taiwan and Japan. (Interview L1S2, 03/23/2018) 

This semester our teacher has asked us to do a foreigner interview project. We interviewed 
foreigners in the night market or at the MRT stations. It is a group project. We have to record or 
video tape our interview and make a presentation about our interview in class. (Interview L1S3, 
03/23/2018)  

Table 5. Current cultural instruction received in the classroom   

Item(s) Level N Strongly disagree Disagree Slightly disagree Slightly agree Agree Strongly agree

15. Teacher attention to culture L1 67 0% 0% 11% 47% 37% 4% 41%

L2 74 1% 4% 16% 51% 21% 6% 27%

L3 69 1% 7% 14% 39% 34% 4% 38%

16. Comparison appraoch L1 67 0% 1% 16% 39% 34% 10% 44%

L2 74 3% 3% 26% 43% 17% 9% 26%

L3 69 1% 6% 21% 41% 23% 7% 30%

17. Intercultural activities L1 67 0% 1% 9% 36% 43% 11% 54%

L2 74 3% 3% 21% 41% 24% 7% 31%

L3 69 1% 4% 21% 30% 36% 7% 43%

18. Authentic materials L1 67 0% 0% 1% 14% 44% 40% 84%

L2 74 1% 3% 13% 34% 34% 14% 48%

L3 69 0% 7% 9% 36% 40% 9% 49%

19. Assessment L1 67 1% 0% 10% 30% 37% 21% 58%

L2 74 1% 4% 14% 43% 24% 13% 37%

L3 69 0% 9% 19% 34% 30% 9% 39%

20. Including local culture L1 67 0% 7% 20% 41% 26% 6% 32%

L2 74 3% 4% 29% 31% 23% 10% 33%

L3 69 0% 11% 21% 37% 26% 4% 30%

21. Including English-speaking L1 67 0% 0% 7% 36% 39% 19% 58%

     cultures L2 74 1% 3% 16% 31% 39% 10% 49%

L3 69 1% 3% 19% 43% 33% 1% 34%

22. Including foreign cultures L1 67 0% 1% 10% 36% 39% 14% 53%

L2 74 1% 1% 21% 40% 31% 4% 35%

L3 69 1% 4% 23% 36% 29% 7% 36%  

4.4 Perceptions of cultural instruction received  

Students’ perceptions of cultural instruction received were discussed in terms of interest, 
satisfaction, variety, sufficiency and depth. As shown in Table 6, the percentages of students 
who agreed or strongly agreed with the criteria in L1 ranged from 48% to 68%, 29% to 37% 
in L2, and 28% to 43% in L3. It should be noted that less than half of the participants agreed 
or strongly agreed with the statements in both L2 and L3, indicating not many students of L2 
and L3 agreed or strongly agreed that the criteria for instruction were met. The following 
quotes from L2S3 and L3S1could help explain what the data implied.  

When it comes to cultural instruction, I prefer exploring the topic with group members to 
reading the information in the textbook. If we can choose what we are interested in and find 



Journal of Studies in Education 
ISSN 2162-6952 

2019, Vol. 9, No. 2 

                  www.macrothink.org/jse 39

what we would like to share with the class, it is more interesting. (Interview L2S3, 
03/29/2018)  

Our teacher mainly teaches the readings in the textbook and asks us to do the exercise after 
each reading. The teacher gives us a vocabulary list to help us prepare for the quiz or exams. 
There is not much content about cultures and I don’t think my teacher can teach culture. 
(Interview L3S1, 03/23/2018) 

Table 6. Perceptions of cultural instruction received 

Item(s) Level N Strongly disagree Disagree Slightly disagree Slightly agree Agree Strongly agree

23. Interest L1 67 0% 1% 11% 34% 33% 20% 53%

L2 74 4% 3% 14% 47% 23% 9% 32%

L3 69 3% 7% 23% 34% 27% 6% 33%

24. Satisfaction L1 67 0% 0% 10% 23% 39% 29% 68%

L2 74 1% 7% 10% 44% 27% 10% 37%

L3 69 3% 6% 11% 41% 30% 9% 39%

25. Variety L1 67 0% 0% 9% 26% 39% 29% 68%

L2 74 3% 7% 11% 41% 21% 10% 31%

L3 69 1% 6% 14% 36% 33% 10% 43%

26. Sufficiency L1 67 1% 0% 11% 31% 33% 23% 56%

L2 74 3% 6% 17% 44% 21% 9% 30%

L3 69 4% 4% 19% 36% 30% 7% 37%

27. Depth L1 67 0% 0% 11% 41% 29% 19% 48%

L2 74 4% 7% 24% 36% 20% 9% 29%

L3 69 1% 6% 26% 39% 24% 4% 28%  

4.5 Perceptions of cultural content in textbooks  

Items 28 to 32 dealt with students’ perceptions of cultural content in current English 
textbooks in terms of interest, satisfaction, variety, sufficiency and depth. As shown in Table 
7, the percentages showing students who agreed or strongly agreed with the five criteria 
ranged from 39% to 57% in L1, 24% to 40% in L2, and 20% to 24% in L3. It should be noted 
that compared to the percentages regarding perception of instruction received shown in Table 
5, the percentages of the five criteria in every level were much lower, indicating much fewer 
students had positive attitudes towards the textbooks in use. When comparing item 1, the 
numbers of students showing interest in culture, and item 28, students showing interest in 
cultural content in textbooks, we can see student responses are very different. These figures 
are 77% vs. 39% in L1, 69% vs. 30% in L2, vs. 53% and 20% in L3. More insightful views 
regarding textbooks were revealed in the following interview exerts.  

The cultural information in the textbooks is so factual. Actually we can gain the same 
knowledge from the internet or by using Google. I prefer to learn cultural knowledge through 
real intercultural contact, like talking to foreigners. Textbooks are too boring. For example, I 
joined a club called Global Papago held in National Taiwan Normal University, where many 
foreign students studying in Taiwan tell us about their cultures. (Interview L3S5, 03/29/2018) 

The content in the textbook is not as varied as the content in the magazines which include 
many current issues and interesting topics. Some topics in the textbook are distant from our 
life. They don’t help us improve our communication ability. A focus on English for everyday 
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life is more practical. The test about the textbook is meaningless. (Interview L1S2, 
03/29/2018) 

Table 7. Perceptions of cultural content in textbooks 

Item (s) Level N Strongly disagree Disagree Slightly disagree Slightly agree Agree Strongly agree

28. Interest L1 67 0% 3% 11% 41% 30% 14% 44%

L2 74 1% 9% 26% 39% 16% 10% 26%

L3 69 6% 7% 27% 39% 19% 3% 22%

29. Satisfaction L1 67 0% 1% 20% 36% 30% 13% 43%

L2 74 0% 7% 23% 46% 14% 10% 24%

L3 69 7% 6% 29% 37% 19% 3% 22%

30. Variety L1 67 1% 1% 13% 27% 37% 20% 57%

L2 74 0% 4% 17% 39% 27% 13% 40%

L3 69 4% 7% 17% 47% 20% 4% 24%

31. Sufficiency L1 67 1% 3% 13% 34% 36% 13% 49%

L2 74 1% 4% 26% 37% 23% 9% 32%

L3 69 3% 10% 30% 34% 20% 3% 23%

32. Depth L1 67 0% 1% 26% 34% 29% 10% 39%

L2 74 0% 9% 26% 36% 21% 9% 30%

L3 69 4% 7% 37% 31% 17% 3% 20%  

5. Discussion and Conclusion 

5.1 Discussion of findings 

This study explored student perspectives on culture and language teaching in EFL in one 
university, in which students were placed in three levels for the course of Freshman English. 
The intercultural approach is currently receiving much attention in ELT, but based on the 
results of this study, there are a number of issues to be concerned over concerning the 
implementation of ELT in the classroom.     

First, the results showed that, in general, most students from three different levels of English 
proficiency held a very positive belief of the importance of culture in language learning. 
However, it is worth noting that the percentage of students agreeing or strongly agreeing that 
culture learning can improve proficiency is comparatively lower than other benefits of culture 
learning. Take the low-level participants for example: the percentage is only 37%, less than 
half of the participants. This seems to imply that most students lack the perception that 
viewing culture is a salient skill contributing to the success of language learning. 
Traditionally, four skills, listening, speaking, reading and writing, contribute to the language 
ability measured by exams or language tests. For many Taiwanese students, especially high 
school students, English is treated as a subject rather than a language. Students do not use it 
often outside the classroom or for real communication, but take a lot of English exams in 
school. In such a test-oriented learning context, it is not hard to understand why they may 
think that culture learning has no relation with improving proficiency as displayed in the 
results of the all-important tests, even though they show interest in culture learning. 

The second concern is the issue of what types of cultures should be learnt or taught in 
classrooms. The results from student perceptions and the instruction received both showed 
that English-speaking cultures generally remain a focus. Their own culture is less desired and 
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less taught. This finding was also supported by most interviews, except for those who had 
intercultural experience with a better understanding of the importance of own culture 
understanding. This might not be a surprise due to the fact that English-speaking cultures 
have long been regarded as the mainstream in ELT. However, from the ELF perspective, this 
unquestionably demonstrates that the traditional NS norm-based view is still the dominant 
perspective among students in this study. However, this perspective will not help fulfill 
English learners’ needs as users of ELF for intercultural communication in a globalized world. 
After all, intercultural competence begins with a reasonable understanding of ourselves.  

Another significant finding is that, in general, the cultural dimension is more or less 
integrated into all three different levels of proficiency, and the students receive mainly 
textbook-based instruction. However, the interview data reveals teachers with high level 
students use more authentic materials or student-centered, project-based activities to facilitate 
the students’ learning, i.e., an intercultural-based approach is more used. In contrast, in 
low-level classes, intercultural instruction tends to be more textbook-based with a focus on 
grammar, vocabulary, and sentences. This may explain the reason why fewer students from 
the low level agreed or strongly agreed with the benefits of culture learning. A number of 
ELT English textbooks have a cultural syllabus with room for a culture note or cultural corner 
to help students explore life in different parts of world. Moreover, in light of English as a 
lingua franca (ELF) and the call for the development of cultural awareness, cultural-related 
topics are more or less included in recent English textbooks. However, the concern with such 
resources is how to teach or raise cultural awareness. The methodology matters. As Luo’s 
(2017) study on textbooks concerning content and pedagogy from the perspective of ELF 
showed, teachers’ treatment of the textbooks was not ELF-oriented when taking into account 
the student level. Thus including more culture teaching in textbooks is not effective unless 
teaching methodologies change to utilize this effectively. This also leads to another frequently 
asked question: Do students need to reach a certain level of English proficiency before they 
begin looking at culture, and if so what level should be appropriate? 

With respect to students’ perception of the cultural instruction received, the percentages of 
both L2 participants and L3 participants showing agreement or strong agreement with the 
statements in terms of interest, satisfaction, variety, sufficiency and depth were less than 50%. 
A further significant finding is there is a discrepancy between what students are interested in 
and what is actually presented in the English class. This discrepancy corresponded to the 
finding in Chen’s study in 2011. These results point to serious issues with the current state of 
culture learning in English classrooms, especially for lower level students. 

Finally, the same concerns were also revealed in the perception of the cultural content in the 
current textbooks. A disparity was also found between students showing interest in culture 
learning and their interest in cultural contents in textbooks, with the content clearly not 
meeting students’ expectations. Due to the use of the mainly textbook-based instruction in 
Taiwan, this less than positive attitude towards the textbook in use is likely to affect students’ 
learning negatively.  
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5.2 Pedagogical suggestions 

Based on the above discussion, some pedagogical suggestions can be made for syllabus 
designers and materials developers in terms of cultural contents in EFL contexts and 
intercultural-based approaches. These suggestions are important since many teachers rely 
heavily on the use of ELT textbooks in the classroom, and thus textbook writers must lead the 
way to facilitate the development of cultural awareness.  

First, the role of local culture cannot be overlooked in the context of English as lingua franca. 
As Kramsch (1993) states, language teaching should include “a reflection both on the target 
and on the native culture.” Robinson (1998) also suggests that “cultural understanding 
involves a synthesis between the learner’s home culture, the target cultural input and the 
learner as an individual.” Language learners learn about other cultures and their own culture 
at the same time, through a process of comparison and contrast. Therefore, developing 
ELF-oriented materials including both students’ own culture and other cultures would 
facilitate teaching to meet the goal of preparing students to be ELF users. Textbook 
developers and teachers are wise to take into account ELF attributes, such as including a 
more diverse range of cultures and activities that help learners to use ELF. In addition, they 
should also relate English learning to learners’ real life experiences and encourage learners to 
relate information concerning their own countries and localities with other countries and 
cultures. Therefore, they should focus less on simply presenting simple cultural facts in 
readings, and more on activities that promote learning little c cultural elements, i.e., cultural 
perspectives rather than products or practices of big C culture. This would involve learners 
working their way up in understanding culture through worksheets and other assignments, 
enhancing their knowledge of other cultures, their own culture and language skills in an 
interesting and informative way. Understanding another's customs and traditions and 
comparing and contrasting that with one's own can lead to a better understanding of world 
cultures, and enhance intercultural communication. This would serve to encourage more 
student engagement for discussion and enable students to realize the importance of their own 
culture in intercultural communication. In addition, videos based on critical incident 
methodology which highlights key areas of misunderstanding between cultures would be 
ideal materials to teach cultural awareness.  

Second, while culture learning in general has been integrated into classes, it is still being held 
back by an exam-based mentality, and further work is required to develop an ELF perspective 
among teachers and students in Taiwan, and that more intercultural contact can help with both 
of these. The interview results reveal such impact of intercultural contact on students’ use of 
intercultural communication strategies and their awareness of ELF. However, most students 
lack such experiential opportunities. Most learning is limited to the textbooks. Implementing 
productive activities or projects allowing opportunities to use English outside the classroom 
should be valued more in the curriculum or syllabus design and in evaluation. Thanks to the 
promotion of international education, the source of teaching materials is becoming more 
diverse. Using such material that is available and integrating it into teaching can make 
learning different and create a stronger sense of being an ELF user. For example, a task 
asking student to make a video to introduce their campus in English can be modified to one 
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with a more communicative purpose. Teachers can invite a few foreign students on campus to 
rate the videos and come to the classroom to give comments so that students can have the 
chance to use English for real interaction.  

Third, while language teachers are making efforts to improve lower-level students’ linguistic 
proficiency, cultural proficiency is usually neglected because the level of learners is usually 
considered as an impediment to implementing ELF approaches in the classroom. However, 
limited English should not be a barrier for intercultural communication (IC) (Nerriere & Hon, 
2009). Many teachers might ask the question: How can we move from the linguistic to the 
intercultural? The answer is by designing activities following the guide of using both 
proficiency-based approaches and intercultural-based approaches simultaneously. Take a 
topic of how to spend my weekend for example. The proficiency-based approach leads 
students to learn types of activities, or expression such as ‘like to do’ or ‘dislike to do’. At the 
same time, the intercultural-based approach can continue a further discussion on comparing 
seasonal sports or young peoples’ activities in other cultures to stir students’ interest and to 
raise their cultural awareness. To advance this practice, the author suggests teachers 
participate in conferences, workshops, or training programs for professional development 
regarding intercultural approaches to improve their professional knowledge, competence, 
skill, and effectiveness. 

5.3 Conclusion 

This study explored student perspectives on culture and language teaching in EFL through a 
questionnaire survey and interviews. Students were found generally to have a positive view 
of culture learning in EFL classes, but doubted its efficacy in helping develop their English 
skills, possibly due to the exam-centric view of education prevalent in Taiwan. Further, 
although students generally appreciate cultural content, they still tend towards a 
native-speaker centric view of culture, rather than one that embraces the perspective of 
English as a Lingua Franca. Finally, students viewed the actual cultural content in both 
classes and textbooks as being problematic, focusing on fact-based instruction rather than 
embracing topics and ideas they were interested in and could develop. The author also 
discussed pedagogical implications that were drawn from these findings. Recommendations 
were made concerning the inclusion of more topics relating to local culture, more 
opportunities for students to engage in authentic intercultural communication, and more 
attention to culture learning for low-level language learners. It is hoped that this discussion 
will help in the future development of intercultural-based approaches for syllabus designers, 
teachers, and materials developers, with the goal of helping develop leaners as effective users 
of English as a Lingua Franca in world under transformation by globalization. 
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Appendix 

Appendix 1. Protocol Interview Questions 

1. What are your’ self-perceived goals for English learning? 

2. What are your understandings of culture and language? (language learning/role of culture 
in language learning) 

3. What are your attitudes towards English as International Language (preferred varieties of 
English, NS/NNS teachers and cultural materials)? Why? 

4. Between language knowledge and culture learning, which do you receive more in your 
class? Are you satisfied with this proportion? Why or why not?  

5.  Please describe details of cultural instruction received in the classroom (methods, 
activities, materials, topics...)  

6.  What are your feelings or reactions of cultural instruction received? 

7.  What are your expectations or suggestions for language and culture learning? (instruction, 
learning materials, assessment) 
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