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الملخص
تعتبر الكتب الدراسية من أهم ما يشمله الفصل الدراسي في فصول تعليم اللغة الإنجليزية كلغة أجنبية مما يستلزم البحث حولها لتعزيز 

مشاركة الطاب وتفاعلهم. تؤكد هذه الدراسة أن الكتب الدراسية المستخدمة في البيئات الأكاديمية تشكل بشكل كبر ديناميكية 
فصول اللغة الإنجليزية كلغة أجنبية، مع الركيز على أهمية ضمان أن المواد تسهل المشاركة النشطة والفهم بن الطاب. ومع ذلك، فإن 
الكتب الدراسية المستخدمة تحديداً (Touchstone and Unlock) في تعلم اللغة الإنجليزية كلغة أجنبية في الجامعات السعودية غالبًا 
ما قد تتعثر في تحقيق التوافق مع الخلفيات الثقافية للطاب حيث تعرض في معظم أجزائها جوانب من الثقافات الغربية، وخاصة تلك 

الأمريكية والبريطانية منها. ويتجلى هذا التفاوت في اختيار المواضيع والصور كالمابس وغرها والأسماء بالإضافة إلى جوانب أخرى 
متعددة. تسعى هذه الدراسة إلى البحث في إشكالية وتحدي هيمنة التمثيل الثقافي الغربي ضمن محتوى كتب اللغة الإنجليزية المستخدمة 
في المؤسسات الأكاديمية في المملكة العربية السعودية وخارجها. إستخدمت الدراسة منهجية التحليل النقدي لمحتوى الكتب من الصور 

والنصوص وانتهت بتقديم يعض التوصيات والحلول المقرحة لمحتوى أكثر شموليه في تمثيل الثقافات المتعددة.  

الكلمات المفتاحية: التحليل، اللغة الإنجليزية كلغة أجنبية، الثقافة الشرقية، الكتب المدرسية، الثقافة الغربية. 

Abstract

Textbook materials are a crucial element of the English as a Foreign Language (EFL) classroom, ne-
cessitating investigation to enhance student engagement and interaction. This study contends that text-
books utilized in academic settings significantly shape the dynamism of EFL classrooms, emphasizing 
the importance of ensuring that materials facilitate active participation and comprehension among 
students. However, textbooks, namely Touchstone and Unlock employed in Saudi Arabian university 
contexts fail to resonate with the Eastern cultural backgrounds of students, predominantly showcasing 
“Western” cultures, particularly American and British. This disparity is evident in the choice of topics, 
depictions (such as clothing), names, and various other aspects. This study seeks to problematize and 
challenge the predominance of Western cultural representation within the content of English textbooks 
utilized in academic institutions in Saudi Arabia and beyond. The study used Critical Discourse Anal-
ysis (CDA) to identify and analyze the textbooks. The study concluded with some recommendations 
and implications.    

 Keywords: Analysis, EFL, Eastern culture, Textbooks, Western culture. 
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      Introduction:

     The researcher, an English as a Foreign Lan-
guage (EFL henceforth) instructor hailing from 
Saudi Arabia, has been deeply invested in en-
hancing language learner engagement within 
EFL classrooms, particularly in environments 
where the teaching tends to be teacher-dominat-
ed. The author shares Chaudron’s (2000) per-
spective that “effective learning of a second lan-
guage necessitates learners’ active engagement in 
producing the target language” (p. 218). Conse-
quently, the researcher advocates for creating op-
portunities which encourage students to actively 
participate in their learning, thus fostering their 
comprehension of the content at hand. During the 
researcher’s professional journey in EFL teach-
ing, he gained valuable insights into various per-
tinent factors, including the roles of teachers and 
the employed teaching approaches. Among these 
factors, textbook materials emerged as a crucial 
area worthy of scrutiny and potential transforma-
tion to enrich student involvement and interac-
tion within EFL classrooms.

     An examination of the current textbooks 
used at tertiary level in Saudi Arabia reveals a 
predominant representation of Western culture, 
predominantly American and British, rather than 
reflecting the cultural backgrounds of the stu-
dents, which lean towards the Eastern spectrum 
of culture. This disparity is evident in the choice 
of topics, imagery (such as clothing), names, and 
various other elements depicted in the textbooks. 
Given that most students at this level are primari-
ly learning English to fulfill individual or institu-
tional needs, as highlighted by Kumaravadivelu 
(2012), who underscores that English serves as 
a “language of communicational necessity, not 
of cultural identity formation” (p. 19; see also 
McKay, 2002). Moreover, for some, English rep-
resents a perceived threat to cultural liberty, as 
noted by Kumaravadivelu (2006). Chen (2011) 
points out that the majority of current EFL text-
books predominantly focus on features of West-
ern culture, a trend that is widely accepted in 
academic institutions across Saudi Arabia. To 
address this issue, the study aims to explore the 
dominance of Western cultures in the content of 
English textbooks used at the tertiary level within 
Saudi Arabia, namely Touchstone and Unlock.  

     The present study seeks to make educators in 
Saudi Arabia and regionally aware of the impor-
tance of incorporating a diverse range of cultures 
represented within EFL textbooks. This includes 

cultures from countries such as India, Nigeria, 
and the Philippines. As Eslami et al. (2011) ob-
serve, English is no longer solely the language 
of “inner circle” countries like USA and the UK. 
Hence, the inclusion of international cultures in 
language teaching textbooks is rationalized by 
the widespread use of English as a lingua franca 
in international settings (Siddiqie, 2011). Fur-
thermore, it is essential for students to see their 
own culture reflected in textbooks rather than 
marginalized. By representing students’ own cul-
tures in English language textbooks, classrooms 
can provide equal opportunities for all partic-
ipants to engage in discussions related to their 
cultures, whether Eastern or Western. This ap-
proach not only facilitates language practice but 
also fosters intercultural competence (Alptekin, 
2000; McCarthy & Walsh, 2024).

        Literature Review

       Significance of Textbooks in English Lan-

guage Teaching Programs

     The utilization of textbooks remains fun-
damental in educational courses, particularly 
within the confines of conventional methods 
and existing technological paradigms. Despite 
the potential challenge posed by technological 
advancements like cloud computing and virtual 
classrooms, textbooks have not yet become ob-
solete. Within the realm of English Language 
Teaching (ELT hereafter), textbooks serve as 
pivotal resources, offering a centralized platform 
that guides both students and educators by sys-
tematically organizing concepts. They serve to 
structure the learning process by breaking down 
course content, facilitating incremental progress 
(Sohail, 2011; Ur, 2024). 

     While systematization is crucial, textbooks 
cannot replace the pedagogical prowess of teach-
ers. If educators were to merely delegate students 
to self-learning through textbooks without en-
gagement, the classroom would lose its relevance. 
Physical course materials complement but do not 
supplant the multifaceted dynamics of a classroom 
environment. Moreover, the use of textbooks in ed-
ucation has a significant influence on the process 
of socialization. Students absorb information from 
textbooks, forming associations between the con-
tent and the educational objectives. This includes 
the portrayal of cultures through images, which 
contributes to students’ lexical comprehension and 
their understanding of cultural values and norms 
(Shin et al., 2011; Banaruee H et al., 2023).
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     In the ELT context, specific challenges arise 
concerning how textbooks shape individuals’ per-
ceptions and interactions with language and its as-
sociated culture, particularly English. The images 
and examples within textbooks influence students’ 
understanding of vocabulary through psycholog-
ical associations and memory. A critical issue in 
the context of English teaching stems from its his-
torical legacy as a colonial language and its con-
temporary dominance as a global lingua franca, 
leading to a nuanced tension between its historical 
baggage and the imperative of cultural diversity. 
Therefore, it is essential to meticulously curate 
ELT textbook content in alignment with post-co-
lonial theories, aiming to preserve local cultures 
and counteract cultural imperialism.

     The Ongoing Discourse: For and Against 

Textbook Usage in ELT Programs

      This section briefly delves into the contentious 
issues surrounding the utilization of textbooks in 
ELT programs, with a specific focus on the case of 
ELT in Saudi Arabia. It sets the stage for the sub-
sequent section, which delves into the literature re-
garding specific debates surrounding the publication 
of ELT textbooks. While the use of textbooks in ELT 
programs might seem straightforward, it is imbued 
with complexities and values that warrant closer ex-
amination. Central to this discourse is the question 
of what defines “English” in today’s context and 
whether it is viable to conceptualize it as a mono-
lithic and universal entity amidst the prevalence 
of “Englishes”. This latter term will henceforth be 
employed to denote the diverse array of English 
language varieties in existence, encompassing ex-
amples such as Irish English, Jamaican English, Af-
rican-American English, and Saudi English (Mah-
boob & Elyas, 2014).

      The colonial legacy of English traces back to En-
gland’s imperial history and its dominance over oth-
er nations, culminating in the widespread influence 
of what has evolved into a global language today 
(Smith, 1998). Although the decline of the British 
Empire led to a waning hegemony of British En-
glish, traces of implicit dominance persist. Presently, 
this is evident in the predominant influence of Brit-
ish and American English. Consequently, a pivotal 
question arises: How should English be portrayed 
in ELT textbooks? Should textbooks predominant-
ly feature British and American colloquialisms and 
cultural nuances, utilizing them as exemplars of lex-
ical usage, or should the content be adapted to res-
onate more closely with the cultural context of the 
educational program? One can argue vehemently 
against the propagation of English as a uniform stan-

dard and advocate instead for the continued use of 
localized textbooks. However, this approach is not 
without its drawbacks. Exclusively showcasing lo-
calized content may inadvertently fuel biases against 
foreign cultures and, given the backdrop of terrorist 
activities in recent decades, exacerbate xenophobic 
sentiments. This stems from the imposition of local 
culture as a normative benchmark, thereby cast-
ing deviations from this standard as transgressions 
(Bao, 2008; Milner, 2010; Siddiqie, 2011; Elyas & 
Badawood, 2017). 

      Furthermore, an exclusive emphasis on local 
culture may fail to equip students with the neces-
sary skills to navigate the global economy, poten-
tially leaving them marginalized. As highlighted by 
Macedo et al. (2004), there exists a pressing need to 
acknowledge history while recognizing English as 
a major language, without perpetuating hegemonic 
structures. As elucidated in the ensuing section, it 
can be contended that ELT textbooks ought to strike 
a delicate balance between the localization of con-
tent—especially in cultures like Saudi Arabia, where 
the paramount importance of respecting Islamic val-
ues prevails—and representations of foreign cul-
tures and their respective values.

       Relevant Studies

     A recurring theme in the literature regarding the 
use of textbooks in ELT revolves around the juxta-
position of post-colonial acceptance of English as an 
international language and the assertion of cultural 
autonomy. Throughout the reviewed articles, there 
is a subtle undercurrent of anti-Western sentiment, 
particularly directed towards the UK and the US. 
Therefore, it becomes imperative to strike a balance 
between acknowledging historical legacies and miti-
gating further hegemony within the field of ELT.

     Vis-à-vis the Saudi context, Mahboob and El-
yas (2014) argue that English “is not a ‘neutral’ 
language” (p. 128). They posit that it serves as a 
symbolic representation of a comprehensive sys-
tem encompassing politics, economics, religion, 
and culture. It is evident that Western culture differs 
significantly from that of Saudi Arabia, which is 
deeply rooted in Islamic conventions. Some of these 
conventions, such as gender equality, sexual moral-
ity, and the use of mood-altering substances, stand 
in contrast to Western values. Consequently, Mah-
boob and Elyas (2014) contend that the proliferation 
of English as a symbol of cultural imperialism is 
met with resistance and     hostility. Moreover, they 
highlight an internal dilemma within Saudi Arabia, 
characterized by “tension between forces for reform 
and traditional practices” (Mahboob & Elyas, 2014, 
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p. 128), with varying attitudes towards ELT. In light 
of these tensions, the authors advocate for content 
localization as a strategy to circumvent potential 
cultural hegemony, ultimately proposing the recog-
nition of “Saudi English” as a distinct variant among 
the broader spectrum of “Englishes.”

    Mahboob and Elyas (2014) offer a historical per-
spective on the perception of non-native languages, 
such as Turkish, through the lens of “us and them,” 
with Ottoman rule often viewed with hostility. Over 
the course of the 20th century, attitudes towards for-
eign languages, particularly English, evolved, ac-
knowledging its status as an international language. 
However, this evolution also reinforced cultural hege-
mony, exemplified by initiatives like the Scholarship 
Preparation School in Saudi Arabia, aiming to prepare 
students for education in the UK and the USA, implic-
itly prioritizing foreign culture over local traditions. 
Despite this, English is taught in public schools due 
to its perceived economic value and external pressure 
to promote tolerance towards American culture. This 
approach aims to foster acceptance of cultural diver-
sity rather than viewing foreign cultures as distant and 
antithetical to the values of Saudi Arabia.

     While the importance of English in today’s world 
is undeniable, Mahboob and Elyas (2014) address 
the challenges associated with ELT in Saudi Arabia. 
Early ELT materials in the country heavily censored 
content deemed taboo in Islamic culture, such as ref-
erences to dating and alcohol consumption. Howev-
er, modern ELT materials portray Western culture as 
a facet of global diversity. Yet, this portrayal raises 
concerns about cultural relativism and the depiction 
of Western customs offensive to Islamic values, 
potentially perpetuating Western imperialism. To 
address this, the authors propose accommodating 
textbook materials suitable for Saudi society and 
culture, exemplified by the inclusion of expressions 
like “Assalamu Alaikum” in conversational exam-
ples, reflecting a local sociocultural worldview.

      In the researcher’s opinion, while localizing text-
books is a step towards addressing cultural concerns, 
it is essential to provide students with a comprehen-
sive understanding of conversational conventions 
in English and Arabic. Balancing representations of 
Western and Eastern cultures in textbooks, tailored 
to specific topics, can help achieve a harmonious 
blend of cultural perspectives. Mahboob and Elyas 
(2014) underscore the growing need to revise ELT 
materials in Saudi Arabia, whether through local-
ization or by preventing the hegemony of Western 
culture in textbooks. This reflects a broader recog-
nition of the importance of cultural sensitivity and 
inclusivity in educational materials.

     Rahman and Alhaisoni (2013) discuss the chal-
lenges of ELT in Saudi Arabia, noting that educa-
tional reform has underscored the universal impor-
tance of literacy and education. Central to education 
in Saudi Arabia is the preservation of Islamic culture, 
values, and ideals, which is deemed equally vital as 
individual and national development. Notably, the 
Ministry of Higher Education aims to enhance ELT 
to enable students to articulate and expound Islamic 
concepts while also fostering respect and tolerance 
for other cultures. This dual objective seeks to pro-
mote harmony rather than hostility towards diverse 
cultures, particularly those of English-speaking na-
tions. However, despite these commendable objec-
tives, the reality falls short due to various challenges 
within ELT. Rahman and Alhaisoni (2013) highlight 
recurring issues such as the inadequacy of textbooks 
in meeting learners’ needs, as well as the difficulty 
faced by educators and administrative bodies in se-
lecting appropriate materials. The authors note the 
indecision and insecurity among educators regard-
ing textbook selection, attributing it to the lack of 
suitable content that aligns with the curriculum. In 
response to these challenges, Rahman and Alhaisoni 
(2013) advocate for an overhaul of current ELT prac-
tices, emphasizing the need for reform in textbook 
materials. They stress the importance of addressing 
these issues to improve the quality of ELT in Saudi 
Arabia, which is essential for the holistic develop-
ment of students and the fulfillment of educational 
objectives. This call for action underscores the ur-
gency of addressing shortcomings in ELT practices, 
particularly concerning the selection and adaptation 
of appropriate textbook materials.

      Nikou and Soleimani (2012) offer a unique per-
spective on ELT practices in Iranian and Turkish 
high schools, critiquing the insufficient represen-
tation of foreign cultures in textbooks. They argue 
that while certain topics like science are overrep-
resented, other aspects of Western culture are in-
adequately portrayed, failing to adequately prepare 
students for engagement with English-speaking na-
tions. Despite this, the authors assert that exposure 
to foreign cultures through ELT textbooks does not 
necessarily threaten students’ native culture. Instead, 
they argue that such exposure can enhance students’ 
understanding of new cultures while simultaneously 
strengthening their own cultural identity. 

     Shin et al. (2011) delve into the issues stemming 
from the dominance of an “English-as-such” para-
digm in ELT, echoing many of the concerns raised 
previously. They emphasize the detrimental effects 
such hegemony can have, including the marginaliza-
tion of non-native English speakers and challenges 
to language identity and ownership. The authors ad-
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vocate for a more inclusive approach that recogniz-
es the cultural diversity within the English-speaking 
world, including countries like Korea, Japan, and 
China in the mainstream circle of English-speaking 
nations. Defining culture as a framework of assump-
tions and beliefs used to interpret others’ actions, 
Shin et al. underscore the importance of exposure 
to diverse cultures in ELT. They argue that such ex-
posure fosters a deeper appreciation for both foreign 
and local cultures, promoting cultural understanding 
and sensitivity among learners. Shin et al. (ibid) ad-
vocate for a post-colonial perspective in ELT, chal-
lenging the notion that English belongs exclusively 
to inner-circle countries. They argue that while it is 
crucial for students to appreciate foreign cultures, 
understanding and valuing their own cultural iden-
tity is equally important. This approach, they con-
tend, helps avoid perpetuating past hegemonies. 
However, the authors recognize the complexity of 
creating ELT textbooks devoid of cultural bias. They 
acknowledge the challenge of producing materials 
that are value-free and stripped of cultural influence, 
especially considering the diverse backgrounds of 
both learners and compilers. For instance, Western 
compilers may struggle to incorporate examples 
conflicting with their own values, just as Islam-
ic individuals might face similar challenges when 
compiling Arabic language textbooks. In response, 
Shin et al. propose a pragmatic solution: finding a 
balance between representing inner-circle cultures 
and implementing content localization. They sug-
gest integrating both local and global perspectives 
into ELT materials, thereby accommodating the cul-
tural diversity of learners while promoting a broader 
understanding of different cultures.

     Alfahadi (2012) delves into the examination of 
suitable cultural models for EFL textbooks, partic-
ularly from the perspective of Saudi teachers. This 
exploration holds significance in navigating the 
nuanced relationship between the propagation of 
Western cultural values and the cultural autonomy 
of Saudi Arabia. Alfahadi (ibid) contextualizes the 
historical backdrop of education in Saudi Arabia, 
acknowledging the pivotal role of English while 
emphasizing the inherent tensions between content 
localization and the potential imposition of foreign 
cultural values on students. Despite the dominance 
of local Islamic culture in ELT materials within Sau-
di public schools, Alfahadi notes that this dynamic is 
subject to reform, partly catalyzed by the global rise 
of Islamophobia post-9/11. Consequently, there has 
been external pressure, notably from the US, to fos-
ter more tolerant attitudes toward Western culture. 
However, despite efforts to introduce more diverse 
perspectives, Alfahadi’s research reveals that the 

representation of local culture remains hegemonic in 
ELT textbooks. This finding underscores the contin-
ued sensitivity to Islamic practices and values with-
in the educational framework. Notably, most Saudi 
teachers expressed dissatisfaction with the cultural 
content of ELT textbooks, revealing a divergence 
in attitudes toward the West. While some advocate 
for increased content localization, others call for a 
greater representation of Saudi culture, reflecting the 
ongoing complexity and debate surrounding ELT 
content in Saudi Arabia.

      The Study Methodology

     In line with the outlined objectives, this concise 
critical examination seeks to question and confront an 
aspect that is often overlooked in many universities 
in Saudi Arabia and potentially beyond. The focus of 
this critique revolves around the pervasive presence 
of Western cultural influences, predominantly from 
the United States, United Kingdom, and Canada, as 
portrayed within English language textbooks. Ac-
cording to Troudi (2014), “if we want to be educators 
and intellectual teachers (Giroux 1988) rather than 
consumers and perpetuators of hegemonic structures 
and dominant discourses, then our research ought not 
to be stripped of its critical agenda” (p. 109). 

      This study aligns with a critical paradigm, as 
advocated by Troudi (2014), which underscores the 
suitability of a critical stance for addressing and shed-
ding light on issues pertinent to educational practic-
es, including matters of voice, marginalization, and 
exclusion. Similarly, Pennycook (2000) posits that a 
primary aim of critical approaches is to interrogate 
the presumed norms of TESOL (Teaching English 
to Speakers of Other Languages) and question their 
underlying assumptions, thereby endorsing such 
a perspective. Adopting the same stance as Rubin 
(2012, p. 20) asserts that “research should redress 
past oppression, bring problems to light and help 
minorities, the powerless and silenced”. 
     In order to confront the evident dominance of 
Western culture in the ELT materials utilized in 
Saudi universities, this study employs Critical Dis-
course Analysis (CDA) to identify and analyze the 
underlying content depicted in these textbooks. 
CDA is “a type of discourse analytical research that 
mainly investigates the way social power abuse, 
dominance, and inequality are enacted, reproduced, 
and resisted by text and talk in the social and politi-
cal context” (Van Dijk, 2008, p. 352). 
     CDA is a methodology applicable to both writ-
ten and spoken language texts. Given the objec-
tives of this study, specifically to question and 
challenge the predominance of Western culture 
depicted in textbooks, CDA emerges as a suitable 
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approach. This is because communication, as em-
phasized by Weber (1990), is fundamental to hu-
man interactions. Textbooks, serving as a form of 
written discourse, serve as a means of communi-
cation through which students receive information 
and messages across various topics. These topics 
have the potential to shape students’ perceptions of 
what constitutes essential information within texts 
or conversations, thereby influencing their as-
sumptions. Van Dijk (2008, p. 357, citing Giroux, 
1981) suggests that: “…in some situations, partici-
pants are obliged to be recipients of discourse, e.g. 
in education and in many job situations. Lessons, 
learning materials, job instructions, and other dis-
course types in such cases may need to be attended 
to, interpreted, and learned as intended by institu-
tional or organizational authors”. CDA expounds 
on these “social, political, cognitive, moral and 
material consequences” (Fairclough, 2003, p. 15).
     The researcher utilized textual analysis as a 
method to scrutinize the content of the textbooks, 
drawing on Fairclough’s framework (2003). This 
approach enabled me to investigate the language 
utilized, the topics covered, and the prevailing 
cultural representations. Through this analysis, 
the researcher gained an understanding of how 
the textbooks either reinforce or challenge the 
notion of power imbalances within society, while 
also highlighting any overlooked or omitted 
topics. Ultimately, the aim of this analysis was 
to uncover the underlying ideology and politi-
cal implications embedded within the text. This 
approach resonates with Fairclough’s assertion 
(2003, p. 5) that while textual analysis can pro-
vide valuable insights into the content of a text, 
the absence of certain elements is equally signifi-
cant from a socio-cultural standpoint.
     Weninger and Kiss (2013, p. 699) assert that 
“Critical Discourse Analysis is a commonly em-
ployed method for analyzing cultural content within 
teaching materials” (also see Camase, 2009; Gulli-
ver, 2010; Liu, 2005). Similarly, Troudi (2014, p. 5) 
argues that “Critical Discourse Analysis serves not 
only as a subject of study but also as a significant 
methodology aiding critical researchers in investi-
gating and addressing questions concerning the use 
of discourse in language education.”
    In this study, the analysis aimed to address the 
following research questions:

1. Do the English language textbooks utilized in 
the English Language Unit (ELU) classrooms 
at Taibah University adequately represent the 
diverse range of cultures associated with the 
English language?

2. How do these textbooks depict the social is-
sues prevalent in Saudi society?

       The Study Sample

     The study sample included two series of English 
language textbooks: the Touchstone and Unlock 
series as both are popularly utilised in different uni-
versities across the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (i.e. 
Taibah University, Taif University, King Abdul Aziz 
University). As stated in the introductions of both 
textbook series (p. iv), these materials are consid-
ered innovative and are tailored for adult and young 
adult learners in the Arab world, guiding them from 
beginner to intermediate levels of English profi-
ciency. For the purposes of this paper, attention was 
focused on levels 1 and 2 of the Touchstone series, 
and levels A1 and A2 of the Unlock series. Both se-
ries are designed for beginners and high beginners, 
respectively, aiming to teach fundamental grammar, 
vocabulary, and conversational skills for everyday 
interactions. Levels 3 and 4 of the series are intend-
ed for low-intermediate and intermediate learners.
      The design of these textbooks was informed 
by the Cambridge International Corpus, a compre-
hensive database of spoken and written English de-
veloped by Cambridge University Press. This cor-
pus comprises over a billion words sourced from 
authentic materials, reflecting how English is used 
in real-world contexts. The Touchstone Middle 
East edition was initially released in 2009, while 
Unlock was first published in 2014. Both series 
have been utilized in teaching English within the 
preparatory program (foundation year) at the uni-
versity where the study was conducted.

       The Study Data Analysis

     Nikou and Soleimani (2012) assert that “To 
date, no specific methodology has been univer-
sally accepted for analyzing the cultural content 
of foreign language textbooks” (p. 649). In this 
study, the analytical framework relied on the 
textual analysis approach, a component of Crit-
ical Discourse Analysis (CDA), which involves 
scrutinizing written or spoken language texts. 
This approach was also utilized by Murayama 
(2000), who adapted a modified version of the 
model employed by Ramirez and Halls (1990) 
to explore the cultural content and levels of cul-
tural information presented in EFL (English as 
a Foreign Language) materials within a specific 
context (Japan). Murayama (2000) employed the 
terms “aspects of cultures” and “levels of cultur-
al understanding” to assess the cultural content 
in textbooks, whereas in this study, I adopted the 
terms “aspects of cultures” and “varieties of cul-
tural presentation” to align with the research fo-
cus. Additionally, I conducted an examination of 
the ideological and political implications evident 
in the texts.



243
                                         السنة السابعة، العدد 22، المجلد الأول، يونيو 2024

An Analysis of Cultural Representation in English Language 
 Textbooks in the Saudi University Classroom

     The findings are visually presented through 
illustrations (Figures 1 to 9) depicting various 
topics and themes extracted from the Touchstone 
textbooks. Subsequently, I qualitatively discuss 

and analyze the text, focusing on the depictions 
presented in the materials concerning different 
themes. Table 1 outlines the topics, themes, and 
the types of culture portrayed in these topics.

         The Study Results

      Upon analyzing the Touchstone ELT text-
books utilized in Saudi Arabia, it becomes ap-
parent that Western culture, particularly that of 
“inner circle” countries such as the US, the UK, 

and Canada, predominates in the materials. This 
hegemony is consistently observed across the 
seven topics examined (c.f. Table 1), which are 
indicative of prevalent themes found within text-
book content.
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      Figure 1 above depicts a listening exercise 
sourced from Touchstone Level 1, Unit 5, Les-
son A. Here, students listen to excerpts from 
various TV shows and sequentially match them 
with corresponding images. The content notably 
reflects Western culture, featuring mainstream 
American programs such as soap operas, talk 
shows, game shows, and sitcoms. This cultural 
representation extends to the appearance and at-
tire of the characters. These TV programs enjoy 
widespread popularity in the United States.

     The image accompanying the documenta-
ry indicates that the inaugural transcontinental 
train journey in the United States occurred in 
1869. While the textbooks are tailored for Arab 
countries, specifically the Middle East edition, 
it is apparent that all featured shows originate 
from and reflect one culture-American. Howev-
er, there exist alternative options, such as Tash 
ma Tash (a comedy series) or Alrassid (a talk 
show), widely popular in Saudi Arabia.

      Though the current study does not primarily 
focus on localizing textbooks, as suggested by 

prior research (e.g., Mahboob & Elyas, 2014), 
which, in the researcher’s opinion, is just one 
aspect of the solution, it is crucial for students 
to embrace diverse cultures representing the En-
glish language worldwide, including their own. 
Numerous scholars (Alptekin, 2000; McKay, 
2003; Shin et al., 2011; Troudi, 2005) advocate 
for incorporating international cultures into EFL 
textbook materials. Similarly, Seidlhofer (2003) 
asserts that, given the rapid global spread of En-
glish, expanding circle countries should feature 
in EFL materials. In the researcher’s perspec-
tive, integrating a spectrum of cultures into EFL 
textbooks would foster greater learner engage-
ment in language acquisition, enabling them to 
actively participate and exchange knowledge 
and personal experiences reflective of their 
cultures, while also exposing them to others’. 
As Bao (2006) suggests, “thoughtful inclusion 
of culture in textbooks may facilitate effective 
communication in cross-cultural contexts and 
promote learners’ tolerance and receptivity to-
wards diverse cultural values” (p. 112; see also 
Cunningsworth, 1984).
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     In Touchstone Level 1, Unit 6, Lesson A, 
students are prompted to discuss their neighbor-
hoods and local events. Figures 2 and 3 feature 
examples predominantly from the US, evident 
in the Western names of establishments and the 
presence of the US flag in Figure 2. Additionally, 
the local venues illustrated, such as the shopping 
mall, stadium, park, and museum in Figure 3, 
primarily relate to cities within inner-circle coun-
tries like the US and Canada. While these images 
serve as mere prompts, it is pertinent to question 
why they exclusively represent these countries. 
Alternatives could draw from other outer-circle 
nations where English is prevalent or feature var-
ious cities in the Middle East, including Saudi 
Arabia, aligning with the lesson’s focus on local 
events. As extensively discussed in literature, En-

glish transcends its status as the language of “na-
tive speakers,” being utilized by millions world-
wide for diverse purposes.

     Siddiqie (2011) posits that “any attempt to pro-
mote specific cultural aspects solely from a par-
ticular English-speaking country could be per-
ceived as imposing one cultural group’s values 
on others and may be seen as ‘language hegemo-
ny or linguistic chauvinism’” (p. 111). The domi-
nance of English represents a significant concern 
for EFL educators and practitioners. Therefore, 
this study aims to scrutinize this hegemony with-
in the textbooks utilized in the Saudi educational 
context. Further exploration will delve into the 
underlying causes of English hegemony overall 
and particularly within EFL textbook materials.
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      Unit 7 of Touchstone Level 1 tackles sports 
activities and games, encompassing content on 
commonly favored physical activities and tele-
vised sports. However, once again, American 
culture takes center stage, as illustrated in Figure 
4 where “football” is depicted, referring to Amer-
ican football, which might lead to confusion for 
students in various countries, such as Saudi Ara-
bia, where “football” typically refers to the glob-

ally popular soccer.

     In the subsequent exercise within the same 
lesson, a picture depicts a conversation between 
a man and his son, with the son engrossed in 
watching a baseball game on TV. While baseball 
enjoys immense popularity in the US, it lacks 
similar traction in many other countries, particu-
larly in EFL contexts like Saudi Arabia.

     Presenting sports and games in EFL textbooks 
is beneficial, yet it is noteworthy that the empha-
sis seems to be exclusively on those prevalent in 
the US and the UK, while other English-speaking 
countries are overlooked. It would be advanta-

geous to incorporate examples with a more global 
appeal, such as horse riding, car racing, tennis, and 
soccer. In this regard, baseball receives additional 
attention, with further historical details provided 
in Unit 11, Lesson D (refer to Appendices).
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      In Unlock Level 3, Unit 7 explores the topic 
of fashion, encompassing the types of clothing 
people prefer to wear. However, Figure 6 ex-
clusively showcases Western attire, particular-
ly from the US, evident in the use of American 
English terms like “pants” and “sweater.” This 
raises the question: why is there no represen-

tation of clothing from outer-circle or expand-
ing-circle countries? As highlighted by Shin et 
al. (2011), countries within the expanding cir-
cle of English speakers, such as Korea, Japan, 
and China, merit inclusion alongside main-
stream circle countries like New Zealand and 
Canada.

     In Unlock Level 1, Unit 4, Lesson A delves 
into sightseeing and notable destinations world-
wide. However, the examples provided lack diver-
sity and global representation. Figure 7 features 
London in the UK and New York in the USA, 
with the depicted weather (rainy) characteristic 

of both regions rather than the Middle East. The 
array of potential sightseeing locations across the 
globe is vast and inclusive. Examples encompass 
landmarks such as Burj Khalifah Tower in Dubai, 
UAE, Petronas Twin Towers in Malaysia,Taj Ma-
hal in India, and Eiffel Tower in Paris.
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     In Unit 8’s Lesson B of the Unlock series, the 
promotion of Western cultural hegemony per-
sists. Here, students learn to formulate questions 
using “how much” and “how many,” along with 
employing demonstrative pronouns like “this,” 
“that,” “these,” and “those.” However, Figure 8 
exclusively displays product prices in US dollars 
and British pounds, without any representation of 
Middle Eastern or other currencies. This pattern 
recurs across various lessons and topics (refer to 
Figure A2 in the Appendix), completely sidelining 
Eastern culture, which is reflective of the students’ 
own backgrounds.

      In the researcher’s perspective, such repre-
sentations warrant reconsideration. It is crucial to 
strike a balance between the cultures depicted in 
language learning materials. While Western cul-
ture should be included to facilitate EFL students’ 
connection to the language in relevant contexts, it 
is imperative to note that Western culture encom-
passes countries from both inner and outer cir-
cles. Simultaneously, Eastern culture, represent-
ing the students’ own cultural heritage, should be 
portrayed. Literature has long debated this issue 
(Gray, 2010: Downes et al, 2017; Farsani D, 2022) 
While some scholars argue that students encounter 
their culture in other subjects, rendering its pres-
ence in English language textbooks unnecessary, 

the researcher counters that in Saudi Arabia, where 
99% of English teachers are native speakers (e.g., 
American, British), there is a genuine interest 
among educators in understanding their students’ 
cultural background (Kumaravadivelu, 2008). 

     Both students and teachers should have equal 
opportunities to share and discuss their own cul-
tures within classrooms, whether they are Eastern 
or Western. Jenkins (2006) emphasizes the need to 
validate learners’ cultures and experiences within 
teaching materials and instructional practices. She 
argues that textbook writers and developers should 
consider this diversity and assist learners in lever-
aging their life experiences to facilitate identifica-
tion with various English varieties and associated 
cultures. Moreover, echoing researchers like Victor 
(1999), Crystal (2001), Majdzadeh (2002), and Trou-
di (2005), Shin et al. (2011) advocate for localizing 
textbooks while incorporating target and global cul-
tures to enhance learners’ intercultural competence. 
It is however essential to clarify that advocating for 
the inclusion of Eastern cultures does not imply min-
imizing or removing Western culture from EFL text-
books. Students are inherently curious about cultures 
worldwide, and EFL teachers play a pivotal role in 
bridging the familiar with the unfamiliar, establishing 
connections between different cultures while foster-
ing respect for all nations and traditions.

     The predominance of Western culture is evi-
dent in Touchstone Level 2. In Unit 2, lesson 1, 
the topic “heroes past and present” features ex-

cerpts from a poem by Henry Wadsworth Long-
fellow, a renowned American poet. The poem 
centers on Paul Revere, discussing his signifi-
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cance and legendary status during the American 
Revolution. Figure 9 above further underscores 
the influence of Western (US) culture within the 
curriculum. Two key issues arise here for critical 
examination. Firstly, the focal point of the curric-
ulum is the American Revolution, which may un-
derstandably engage American students or those 
studying within the United States. However, its 
relevance in EFL textbooks within contexts such 
as Saudi Arabia is questionable. Secondly, the 
exclusive focus on American figures marginaliz-
es other countries and their historical narratives.

      Discussing the Study Results

      By analyzing both the Touchstone and Unlock 
textbook series, a recurring issue becomes appar-
ent: the pervasive dominance of Western culture, 
particularly that of inner-circle countries such as 
the US and Canada, while Eastern culture, repre-
sentative of the students, remains conspicuously 
absent. Drawing from existing literature, this he-
gemony could be interpreted as a consequence of 
political pressures exerted by the US government 
post-9/11 (Mahboob & Elyas, 2014). The sus-
tained influence of these pressures is evidenced 
by the introduction of English language teaching 
in primary schools across Saudi Arabia, purport-
edly aimed at fostering acceptance and tolerance, 
particularly towards the US and the West (Mah-
boob & Elyas, 2014, p. 130). This shift in En-
glish curricula in Saudi Arabia has been met with 
mixed reactions internally, as evidenced by vari-
ous studies (e.g., Al Essa, 2009; Al Faisal, 2006; 
Elyas, 2008).

     The dominance of Western culture in EFL ma-
terials extends beyond Saudi Arabia and has been 
widely observed by researchers who characterize 
English as an “imperialistic tool” (Phillipson, 
1992) and a “missionary language” (Pennycook, 
1998; Pennycook, 2001). Troudi (2005) suggests 
that due to the political and cultural hegemony of 
the US, many countries have adopted the Amer-
ican variety of English, leading to the exclusive 
representation of American culture in numerous 
ELT materials.

    It is imperative to recognize that this study 
does not seek to oppose Western culture outright 
or to condone the current hegemony evident in 
many EFL textbooks in Saudi Arabia. Instead, 
it advocates for the inclusion of a diverse range 
of cultures within EFL materials. This inclusivi-
ty should encompass the students’ local culture, 
the Western culture associated with the target 
language, and a spectrum of “Englishes” from 

around the world, including those from inner cir-
cle, outer circle, and expanding circle countries. 

     In response to the second research question, 
this study contends that the mainstream topics 
covered in the Touchstone materials are insuffi-
cient in addressing students’ needs and interests. 
It is worthy to note that while it is true that the 
present research did not involve direct inquiries 
into students’ topic preferences, the assertion re-
garding the insufficiency of mainstream topics 
were derived from an extensive background in 
teaching English as a Foreign Language (EFL) 
for nearly seventeen years. This experience pro-
vided invaluable insight into the dynamics of stu-
dent engagement and the relevance of textbook 
content, particularly in the context of universi-
ty-level students in Saudi Arabia. While it is here 
acknowledged that formal survey data on topic 
preferences would have provided additional sup-
port for the present study’s conclusions, it is be-
lieved that the depth of insight gained from years 
of teaching experience offers a compelling basis 
for the current study’s assertions.

     The assertion that mainstream topics may not 
fully meet the needs and interests of students was 
informed by observations of the socio-cultural 
realities facing many students in the region. The 
responsibilities and time constraints experienced 
by students were key factors in understanding 
their preferences and limitations. This under-
standing was further supported by the observa-
tion that topics such as sports and holidays, while 
common in ELT textbooks, may not resonate 
with the experiences of university-level students 
in Saudi Arabia.  

     Moreover, in the context of Saudi Arabia, 
many students bear significant financial respon-
sibilities for their families. Balancing study com-
mitments during the day with work obligations in 
the evening leaves them with little leisure time. 
For such students, activities like watching foot-
ball matches or taking summer holidays may be 
unattainable luxuries. Consequently, the topics 
covered in the materials lack cultural and intel-
lectual stimulation and predominantly reflect US 
culture, thereby limiting their scope. Regardless 
of students’ proficiency levels, there exist alter-
native topics that would be more appropriate, en-
gaging, and culturally relevant.

     This aspect of the present study underscores 
the importance of considering the criteria used 
for selecting textbook materials. According to 
the curriculum committee currently tasked with 
this responsibility, textbooks were chosen to 
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align with the primary objectives of the English 
Language Unit (ELU) and the specific needs of 
preparatory year students:

1. To enhance the English language skills of 
preparatory year students.

2. To cultivate the academic and study skills of 
preparatory year students.

3. To equip preparatory year students with the 
necessary English language proficiency for 
subsequent courses in the colleges they en-
roll in after completing the preparatory year.

    While these objectives serve as criteria for 
selection, they are relatively broad and primari-
ly focus on facilitating students’ success during 
their preparatory year. Many English language 
textbooks available in the market cater to the de-
velopment of language skills among internation-
al students in general, without a clear framework 
for selecting materials tailored to this specific 
context. Notably, the objectives do not address 
aspects related to students’ cultural backgrounds, 
age, specific needs, or interests.

     Implications and Recommendations of The 

Study

     It is evident that academic institutions should 
establish appropriate criteria for selecting text-
books that align with their objectives and cater 
to the needs of their students, rather than solely 
serving the interests of publishers or authors. The 
criteria for selecting textbook materials should be 
well-defined and tailored to the context, taking 
into consideration student cultural backgrounds, 
age, interests, and intellectual levels. Moreover, 
the topics covered should be engaging and chal-
lenging. Achieving this requires a nuanced un-
derstanding of the multifaceted considerations 
involved in selecting textbook materials that 
meet the standards mandated by the curriculum.

     The present study advocates for the imple-
mentation of training programs for individuals 
tasked with selecting textbook materials at uni-
versities. Such training would equip them with 
the necessary skills to conduct thorough evalu-
ations, ensuring that the topics and content are 
pertinent to both the students and the educational 
context. Additionally, it suggests allocating time 
for piloting textbooks, ideally spanning from six 
months to a year, before their widespread adop-
tion throughout a university.

      A precedent for this approach exists with-
in Saudi Arabia, as the Ministry of Education 
initiated a similar process in many intermedi-

ate and secondary schools across the country in 
2011. This policy garnered positive reception 
and support from educators in Saudi Arabia, who 
perceived it as an effective means to gauge stu-
dent responses to the textbooks (Alfahadi, 2012). 
Therefore, the Ministry of Education could emu-
late this policy in universities as an initial mea-
sure toward ensuring the suitability of textbook 
materials. Such proactive steps would enhance 
the quality and relevance of educational resourc-
es, ultimately enriching the learning experience 
for students.

     Kayaoglu (2011), in a study examining EFL 
textbooks used in a high school in Turkey, asserts 
that many commercially-available textbooks 
fail to align with the needs and expectations of 
language learners. These textbooks are often de-
signed to cater to the global market demand for 
English, leading to dissatisfaction among lan-
guage teachers (p. 342). This issue of inadequacy 
in meeting students’ needs is reflected in the Sau-
di context as well. Rahman and Alhaisoni (2013) 
similarly suggest that, like many other countries, 
syllabus designers and higher authorities in var-
ious schools and universities in Saudi Arabia 
struggle to select textbooks that effectively cater 
to learners’ needs (p. 115).

     In this regard, it is imperative to involve stu-
dents in discussions concerning issues more 
closely related to their immediate needs. Within 
the Saudi context, these may encompass soci-
etal challenges such as the absence of parental 
figures in Saudi families, the prevalence of di-
vorce, unemployment, and the alarming rate of 
car accidents. Furthermore, other pertinent issues 
such as health topics including obesity, diabetes, 
and drug addiction should be considered in these 
textbooks. Students ought to be encouraged to 
adopt healthy habits and deter from detrimental 
practices such as consuming excessive amounts 
of fast food, sugary beverages, and tobacco use. 
It is paramount to cultivate student awareness re-
garding these pressing health concerns.

     Other way around, students should be encour-
aged to engage in physical activities such as go-
ing to the gym or participating in accessible exer-
cises like walking or jogging. Societal concerns 
relevant to students or their local communities 
should be integrated into their study materials. 
Leveraging textbooks to address such issues is 
vital for engaging students and heightening their 
awareness of these challenges. However, this 
does not imply the exclusion of common and en-
joyable topics such as travel and hobbies. Both 
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types of topics should coexist within the content 
of textbooks. As Troudi (2005) emphasizes, “top-
ics need to be relevant to [students’] daily experi-
ences and concerns. Drawing on students’ expe-
riences, activities will have real meaning beyond 
the learning of linguistic and structural items” (p. 
12; see also Freeman & Freeman, 2003).

     To address issues pertaining to EFL textbooks, 
several authors have proposed suggestions for 
developing EFL materials in Saudi Arabia and 
other EFL contexts more broadly. For instance, 
Rahman and Alhaisoni (2013) advocate for the 
utilization of needs analysis, defined as “the pro-
cess of determining the needs for which a learn-
er or group of learners requires a language and 
arranging the needs according to priorities” (p. 
115). Additionally, EFL teachers, being pivotal 
in any language-learning environment, should 
be consulted and involved in the selection of ap-
propriate materials. Given their daily interactions 
with students, teachers possess valuable insights 
into their needs. Empowering teachers to choose 
suitable textbooks addresses Troudi’s (2005) ob-
servation that “most teachers are not involved in 
second language policies and will have no choice 
but to use the variety chosen by those in charge 
of TESOL curricula” (p. 15).

     While more than one culture representing 
English should and could be incorporated into 
EFL materials, it is widely recognized, as noted 
by Alptekin (2000), that “most textbook writers 
are native speakers who consciously or uncon-
sciously transmit the views, values, beliefs, and 
feelings of their own English society” (p. 138). 
The shortage of bilingual English textbook writ-
ers must be acknowledged, and efforts should 
be made to encourage bilingual and multilin-
gual English-speaking educators to contribute to 
textbook writing and material development. It is 
challenging to create materials completely free 
from one’s own cultural biases (Shin et al., 2011), 
highlighting the importance of diverse perspec-
tives in the creation of EFL materials.

     Concluding Remarks

    The present study endeavors to problematize 
and contest the hegemonic dominance of West-
ern cultural representation pervasive in English 
textbooks utilized within a university setting in 
Saudi Arabia. The underlying rationale driving 
this study is to foster awareness regarding the 
imperative of inclusivity by representing a di-
verse array of English-speaking cultures within 
such educational materials. Moreover, it seeks to 
elucidate to educators both in Saudi Arabia and 

regionally the prevalent portrayal of Western cul-
ture in mainstream English language materials, 
particularly emanating from inner-circle nations 
such as USA, UK, and Canada, thereby sidelin-
ing those from outer-circle and expanding-circle 
countries (cf. Kachru, 1985). 

    Furthermore, this study posits that the cur-
rent English language textbooks employed in 
the KSA inadequately cater to the multifaceted 
needs and interests of learners. Consequently, 
the paper offers several solutions and recommen-
dations for the future development of textbook 
materials within the KSA and potentially other 
analogous English as a Foreign Language (EFL) 
contexts. In light of its findings, it becomes evi-
dent that EFL educators, whether consciously or 
unconsciously, contribute to the perpetuation of 
this issue. Consequently, this study endeavors to 
spotlight the entrenched status quo prevalent in 
most academic institutions in the KSA, with the 
aim of catalyzing transformative change. 

     Lastly, it is pertinent to acknowledge that 
critical discourse analysis within the realm of 
educational research aspires to maintain neutral-
ity and apolitical stance, eschewing any hidden 
agendas. Rather, its implementation is geared 
towards unveiling or rectifying issues that may 
otherwise be marginalized, such as those appar-
ent in the content of English language teaching 
materials (Troudi, 2014). Herein lies the premise 
that “TESOL teacher education needs to scruti-
nize the nature of education through the lenses 
of the critical paradigm alongside post-structural-
ism, cultural studies, and social constructivism” 
(Troudi, 2005, p. 6; see also Canagarajah, 1999; 
Giroux, 1983; Hall, 2002; Hall & Eggington, 
2000; Pennycook, 1998, 1999, 2000; Tollefson, 
2002).
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