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Abstract 
 
As foreign language acquisition is potentially connected with shaping 
intercultural and global competences, this paper focuses on text-
books used for learning English to critically reflect on their diversity-
related contents. The conceptual frame of the research is based on 
specific aspects of intercultural and global education, connections 
between them, and learning English and the hidden curriculum. The 
qualitative study of textbook analysis content allowed the authors to 
identify main themes related to ethnic diversity, including petrifica-
tion with exotization, and povertization. Thus, the findings of the 
study highlight the limitations in fostering intercultural and global 
values in the analysed material and stress both the need for critical 
approach in classroom practice and further study in this area with 
the use of a theoretical framework suggested by the authors.  
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Międzykulturowy i globalny wymiar podręczników – 
kwestie do refleksji dla osób uczących języka angielskiego 
 
Abstrakt 
 
Biorąc pod uwagę, iż nauka języka obcego jest potencjalnie związana 
z kształtowaniem kompetencji globalnych i międzykulturowych, 
celem niniejszego artykułu jest krytyczna analiza treści związanych  
z różnorodnością kulturową  zawartych w podręcznikach używanych 
do nauki języka angielskiego. Rama teoretyczna analizy jest oparta 
na wybranych aspektach programu ukrytego, edukacji globalnej  
i międzykulturowej oraz związkach między nimi a nauką języka an-
gielskiego. Jakościowe badanie treści podręczników pozwoliło au-
torkom zidentyfikować główne tematy związane z różnorodnością 
etniczną, określone jako petrification (petryfikacja), exotization (egzo- 
tyzacja) oraz povertization (ukazywanie osób i grup przez pryzmat 
ubóstwa).  Wnioski płynące z analizy dotyczą ograniczonego zakresu 
promowania wartości globalnych i międzykulturowych w badanym 
materiale, a także konieczności krytycznego podejścia w stosowaniu 
materiału dydaktycznych w praktyce edukacyjnej oraz potrzebę 
dalszych badań w tym zakresie z zastosowaniem ramy teoretycznej 
zaproponowanej w niniejszym tekście. 
 
Słowa kluczowe 
 
nauka języka obcego, edukacja międzykulturowa, wymiar globalny, 
podręczniki 
 
 
1.  Introduction   
 
Foreign language acquisition has the natural potential to 
shape intercultural competencies, resulting primarily from the 
socio-cultural construction of a language (Byram 2013; Byram 
and Fleming 1998; Chamberlin-Quinlisk and Senyshyn 2012; 
Savva 2017). Various authors connecting intercultural issues 
with language learning emphasize cultural aspects of every act 
of communication and immersion of language in culture (Cro-
zet and Liddicoat 1997; Hatoss 2004; Liddicoat 2005; Kramsch 
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1993, 1998), which is expressed in Byram’s remark that “One 
of the contributions of foreign language teaching to pupils’ ed-
ucation is to introduce learners to and help them understand 
‘otherness’” (1989: 25). During foreign language learning, get-
ting acquainted with this “otherness” is usually connected 
with the groups whose language is taught (e.g. the French, the 
Americans or the English). Rarely is it considered that foreign 
language acquisition provides various opportunities to get in 
touch with cultures other than the ones directly related to the 
target language.  

Acknowledging the potential intercultural importance of 
learning languages, this paper critically analyzes the depiction 
of particular groups of non-European origin in the chosen 
sample of textbooks used in teaching English in Poland. The 
choice of textbooks as the subject of the analysis results from 
the fact that whatever subject they serve, they are still an inev-
itable part of formal education, carrying and embedding the 
set of norms and values preferred in a given society (Apple and 
Christian-Smith 1991; Chomczyńska-Rubacha 2011; Meighan 
1993; Pingel 2010; Stawowy 1995; Schissler 1989-1990; 
Woodward 1994).  Therefore, the findings of this paper can 
inform the practice of language teachers as they approach the 
presentation of culture related content within texts.  

First, the conceptual framework and the research questions 
guiding the analysis will be presented. This part will be fol-
lowed by the methodology, findings, and conclusions. 
 
2.  Conceptual framework and the research question 
 
The conceptual framework of the paper integrates the concepts 
of intercultural and global education in relation to foreign lan-
guage teaching and hidden curriculum-related issues. 
     Intercultural education, defined as a means of fostering 
intercultural competencies, has a transformative and emanci-
patory character in which learners form the ability to question 
their own ethnocentric attitudes, valuing cultural diversity and 
equality (Bennett 1993; Brander 1995; Byram 1997; Huber et 
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al. 2014; Grzybowski 2008; Jackson 2008; Nikitorowicz 2007; 
Powell and Powell 2010). “Equality” within intercultural educa-
tion is related to “getting rid of domination and privilege of 
normality, i.e. assuming that our own system of values and 
ways of thinking is  obvious, self-evident and non-discussable” 
(Szkudlarek 2003: 23).  Contesting and critically reflecting up-
on one’s own point of view and position in social structures 
can be both inspiring and challenging within educational set-
tings (Brookfield 2017). The concept of intercultural education 
is tightly connected with areas of global education which “is an 
active learning process based on the universal values of toler-
ance, solidarity, equality, justice, inclusion, co-operation and 
non-violence” (Global Education Guide 2009: 3). Global educa-
tion, among different objectives, is aimed at making learners 
understand complex diversity of today’s world, where different 
groups are interconnected and interrelated and where critical 
skills, including the ability to recognize stereotypes and preju-
dices, help learners appreciate this diversity (da Silva 2010: 
23-24).  

The need for intercultural and global dimensions in educa-
tion is included in the main documents from the Polish Minis-
try of Education regulating the functioning of schools in Po-
land, which oblige schools to teach “openness to values of Eu-
ropean and world cultures, […] solidarity, democracy, justice 
and freedom” (Ustawa o systemie oświaty 1991: 1), support 
“friendship among people of different nations, races and opin-
ions” (Karta Nauczyciela 1982: 5), shape respect for other cul-
tures and traditions, and take necessary steps to prevent any 
discrimination (Podstawa programowa z komentarzami 2008: 
3; Podstawa programowa 2012: 75).  

Hatoss emphasizes that intercultural learning during lan-
guage acquisition should avoid an ethnocentric approach and 
the promotion of stereotypes (2004). She suggests a checklist 
for examining cultural contents in language textbooks with 
questions related to whether the textbooks refer only to “sur-
face culture (e.g. food, dressing, and other visible elements of 
culture)” or also “deep culture (orientations, values, non-visible 
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and non-tangible elements of culture)” and whether they rep-
resent culture as “monolithic” or “dynamic”, and cater for “the 
atypical and individual” (2004: 32). The question of textbooks’ 
intercultural contents also has been discussed in UNESCO 
documents referencing “a lack of diversity” and criticism of 
some textbooks “for stereotypical, simplistic interpretations of 
ethnic, cultural, religious and linguistic minorities” (Policy pa-
per 28: 9). Similarly, the guidelines on global education, par-
ticularly the ones focusing on presenting the global South, 
emphasize the need of avoiding stereotypes and presenting 
this region against a broad context as culturally, socially and 
politically diverse (Gontarska et al. 2015). 

Finally, lenses of a hidden curriculum, defined as “unin-
tended outcomes of the schooling process” (McLaren 2009: 75) 
inform the conceptual framework for analysis. According to 
different authors, the concept of hidden curriculum is a tool of 
highlighting and deconstructing these elements of the educa-
tional system that contribute to perpetuating stereotypes and 
petrifying social inequalities (Bourdieu and Passeron 1990; 
Chomczyńska-Rubacha and Pankowska 2011; Janowski 1989; 
McLaren 2009; Meighan 1993). Connecting the issue of a hid-
den curriculum and textbooks, Meighan described a classroom 
as the place “haunted” by the ghosts of the textbooks’ authors 
with all their infirmities and prejudices (1993: 75-76). For an 
American context, it might be useful to mention here Banks 
and Banks, who in relation to American reality, stated that 
“historically, textbooks were written by members of powerful 
mainstream groups. In the United States, they have been writ-
ten primarily by white, Protestant, middle- or upper-class 
men” (2013: 2061). In Poland, authors of one of the most com-
prehensive studies so far related to textbooks (designed for 
Polish, History, Knowledge of Society, Preparation for Family 
Life) conclude that texts insufficiently represent contemporary 
diversity, promote a Europocentric approach, and lack issues 
facilitating the debate on stereotypes, prejudices, and discrim-
ination (Pawlęga and Chustecka 2011; Jonczy-Adamska 2011). 
Authors of other publications, focusing on the analysis of glob-



86                                                                             Beyond Philology 16/3 

al education elements in textbooks, point out the global South 
often is presented in a stereotypical and simplified way, in 
which poverty, wildness and traditionalism are the most dis-
tinctive features of this part of the world (Kielak et al. 2016; 
Popow 2015). 

Relying on the chosen aspects of intercultural and global 
education and their connections with learning English, there 
were two main research questions that guided this examina-
tion: 1) What image of groups of non-European origin is de-
picted in the chosen sample of textbooks used by English 
teachers and learners in Poland, 2) In what ways, if at all, does 
this image contribute to values of intercultural and global edu-
cation? Finally, conducting the analysis was aimed at raising 
language teachers’ awareness of potentially stereotypical and 
simplified depiction of these groups on the pages of education-
al materials. 
 
3.  Methodology 
 
The educational material examined in the present research 
consists of English textbooks used in Polish upper secondary 
schools.1 Eight out of nine examined textbooks were published 
by UK-based publishing houses. The choice of particular text-
books (see bibliography for details) was based on their popu-
larity in the biggest internet shops representing publishing 
houses in Poland. This choice was confirmed by 3 interviews 
with Polish teachers of senior secondary schools. Six textbooks 
represented a pre-intermediate level designed to prepare for 
the Matura examination, the final comprehensive examination 
for senior secondary school, on a basic level and three repre-
sented an intermediate level for preparation for the advanced 
Matura level.  

 
1 These schools are attended by about 80% of young people after junior 

secondary school (Vulcan 2017; GUS 2015) and they finish with the Matura 
exam that can be taken at basic level (chosen by 92% of students) and ad-
vanced level (chosen by 51% of students) (CKE 2017). Thus, the chosen 
books are not only aimed at teaching the language, but they are also a com-
monly used tool preparing for Matura examination. 
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      The analysis is a qualitative study based on an interpretive 
research approach with a central importance on the meaning-
making process (Bhattacharya 2008; Sławecki 2012). In the 
research, the focus was given to the textbook depiction of the 
groups identified as of non-European origin and considered to 
be native inhabitants of Africa, Asia, Australia, New Zealand, 
other Pacific islands, the Caribbean, North and South America 
(all these groups will be referred to as target groups). The units 
of the analysis were parts of the books understood as a logical 
unity: a piece of article, a poem or a dialogue in case of texts. 
The chosen texts were subject to content analysis with a cod-
ing process that allowed the authors to identify recurring pat-
terns and defining final themes that emerged from the re-
search (Babbie 2003; Gibbs 2007; Kubinowski 2010; Lichtman 
2006).  
 
4.  Findings 
 
(Note: Quotations from the textbooks are followed by the num-
ber of the textbook they come from and relevant pages. The 
numbers assigned to each textbook are placed in the end of 
the text). 

In all the analyzed textbooks, the target groups coming from 
the regions listed below were identified – the numbers in the 
brackets stand for the number of texts in which the represent-
atives of the given location were present: Africa (11), Asia (23), 
Australia, New Zealand and Pacific islands (11), the Caribbean 
(5), North and South America (6). The common patterns that 
emerged from the analysis were classified by the authors in 
two interrelated themes defined as petrification with exotiza-
tion and povertization of ethnicity. Before the detailed explana-
tion of these two themes, descriptive data is depicted in Table 
1, which show the prevalence of these images in depicting the 
target groups. 
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Table 1 
Number of target groups classified within the categories 

 

Region with the 
number of  

references to the 
target groups 

Number of target 
groups classified 

within the category: 
petrification with 

exotization 

Number of target 
groups classified 

within the category: 
povertization 

Africa (11) 7 4 
Australia, New  
Zealand and other 
Pacific Islands (11) 

11  

Asia (23)* 22  
the Caribbean (5) 5  
North and South 
America (6) 

6  

* In one case the target group (Chinese) did not fall into any category being 
mentioned as the group on which experiments were confirmed (3, 39). 
 
 
The results show that the dominating image of target groups is 
related to presenting them through their past and traditional 
lifestyle with a few references to poverty these groups experi-
ence. At the same time, the image that could counterbalance 
this type of depiction is practically non-existent on the pages 
of the chosen textbooks. 
 
4.1.  Petrification with exotization of target groups 
 
Petrification, taking place when diverse groups are presented 
through their past, and exotization, as referring to their very 
traditional habits that are highlighted, are interconnected is-
sues. Because of the integrated nature, the concepts were 
identified as one theme. 

As for presenting some groups in reference to their past, in 
some cases (Aborigines, Egyptians, Eskimos, Maoris, native 
North Americans) the past is actually the only way people ap-
pear on textbook pages.  In other cases, e.g. Indians or Jamai-
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cans, a historical context constitutes their image to a substan-
tial degree. The association of the group with the past is creat-
ed either by adding the relevant adjective (e.g. “Ancient Egyp-
tians” and “Ancient Eskimos”, 3,131 ) or connecting the de-
scription with a colonial context (e.g. presentation of Maori 
people as the ones who in 1840 “accepted British rule”, 8, 63 
or Hawaiians as guilty of killing Captain Cook in 1779, 6, 118). 
These past references are frequently related to superficial and 
practical aspects of life, not deeper cultural achievements or 
values these groups might have created, e.g.: “The Aztecs and 
Incas ate a lot of cereals, beans and fruit and not much meat 
at all” (1, 59), “Europeans learned to use the sweet sap of the 
sugar maple tree from Canadian Indians […]. Many of the first 
settlers were fur traders who bought beaver skins from native 
hunters” (6, 192).  Moreover, the image of target groups is very 
simplified and stereotyped, like the one concerning the first 
inhabitants of Jamaica, “peaceful tribes of Taino and Arawak” 
who  “lived in huts, slept in hammocks, and caught fish with 
simple stone-tipped spears” (8, 132) or the native North Ameri-
cans, “a peace-loving people who enjoyed a simple life, […] 
farmed the land, fished, and hunted wild animals” (8, 132). In 
fact, an equally stereotyped picture is presented in reference to 
the present: Jamaicans “take great pleasure in debating”  
(7, 253) while “Indians are demanding in terms of eating eti-
quette” (7, 256). Although such cliched phrases also refer to 
other groups, including the ones of European origin, they are, 
in European cases, always counterbalanced by numerous di-
verse representations.       

This petrified and exotic image of ethnicity lacks references 
to the processes of development and transformation the target 
groups have undergone. This alleged unchanged lifestyle, simi-
larly as it takes place in case of presenting the past, refers to 
superficial elements of culture, usually appearance, eating 
habits or accommodation to quote just a few examples:  
 

Traditional customs, like tattooing, head-shaving, piercing or oth-
er kinds of body modification can express status, identity or be-
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liefs. In Borneo, for instance, tattoos are like a diary because they 
are written record of all important events and places a man has 
experienced in his life. For New Zealand’s Maoris they reflect the 
person’s position in society. In western society, where tattoos used 
to be considered a sign of rebellion, the culture is changing and 
they are now a very popular form of body art (4, 4). 

 
While travelling, Gordon has found out that people in most parts 
of the world eat in sects. Only the cultures of Europe are excep-
tions. People in the Middle East dine on locust […], Africans and 
South Americans collect ants and termites for food […] Cambodi-
ans eat “deep-fry spiders” (7, 208). 
 
Many Brazilians living along the mighty Amazon river live in stilt 
houses, as they know that it is the only way to prevent their 
homes from being destroyed by water when the Amazon floods. 
[…] In the mountainous Hunan Province in China, the Han, Tujia, 
Miao, Hui, Dong and Zhuang peoples have managed to inhabit the 
steep mountains by building stilt houses (8, 18). 

 
The first of the above quotations refers to appearance. In gen-
eral, ideals of beauty within Europe are depicted as continu-
ously changing while permanently stuck in other parts of the 
world. This message is strengthened by the illustrations in 
which target groups are always presented with very traditional 
face painting, jewellery or masks while European representa-
tions vary from the images of Rubens ideal, through Elizabe-
than England, Coco Chanel to Beckhams (4, 4; 3, 106). 

Finally, the groups of non-European origin are frequently 
shown in the context of holidays or events they celebrate, like 
Indians and a Kite Festival (7, 264), a New Zealand rugby team 
performing “the Haka, an intimidating Maori Warrior dance”  
(8, 63), Chinese celebrating New Year (7, 165) or Jewish people 
during Hanukkah (7, 165).  

Although the analysis did not include the target groups liv-
ing outside their native regions, it is worth noticing (and may-
be for future analysis), that many of them were presented as 
belonging to minorities, as in the description of modern Britain 



Pogorzelska, Yelich Biniecki: Intercultural and global dimension…           91 

where “The largest minority groups are Indian, Pakistani, 
Black African, Black Caribbean and Chinese” (6, 92) or the 
USA whose “population consists of almost 80% people of Eu-
ropean origin […], 12.85% African origin, 4.5% Asian” (8,133). 
Factual as it is, such statements close the given groups within 
the concept of eternal minority, detached from mainstream 
groups.  
 
4.2.  Povertization of the target groups 
 
Depicting target groups through poverty they experience refers 
to the groups of African origin, which are associated with hun-
ger, illnesses, poor healthcare and education, lack of water 
and other basic needs. At the same time, the stories of these 
people are accompanied by the information about different 
charities or campaigns, of European, mainly British origin, 
which bring a solution and relief to the suffering people while 
native people are grateful, but passive receivers of help. The 
representative piece of such texts is the one titled If they 
hadn’t owned a goat… about Beatrice: 
 

[…] her mother and her seven brothers and sisters lived in a small 
village in Uganda. They were very poor and basic necessities were 
a luxury. […] When Beatrice was nine, a life-changing event hap-
pened to them. The family was given a goat by a small charity 
called Heifer International. Within three months of receiving the 
goat, Beatrice and her family had raised enough money from the 
sale of the goat’s milk to send Beatrice to school. […] Beatrice has 
many people to thank for their support and encouragement along 
the way. But most of all, she’s grateful to that first goat (4, 96). 

 
Similar stories refer to Mozambique (“one of the poorest coun-
tries in Africa” with “two qualities that appealed to them: great 
potential as a travel destination and local people who desper-
ately needed help”) and the NEMA charity that provided the 
poor area with schools, clean water and built the tourist resort 
(4, 16-17). The repeating pattern traceable in these texts in-
cludes on one side information about the whites who have the 
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ideas, power, and determination and on the other hand, rela-
tively passive native inhabitants: 
 

Life in Guludo was hard: there was little clean water and not 
enough food. Healthcare was poor and people in the village had  
a life expectancy of thirty-eight years. Amy and Neal had no quali-
fications in tourism or healthcare but they had common sense, 
enthusiasm and determination. They talked to the villagers about 
their plan to create a small beach resort which would provide em-
ployment for people and lift families out of poverty […]. The couple 
set to work on a beach lodge building beach huts from local mate-
rials and employing people from the surrounding area […] they set 
up a charitable foundation (4, 16-17). 

 
The whites, even without experience, seem to have a magical 
power to save and change the lives of the ones in need, like 
Amy Carter-James: a “small, blue-eyed and blonde” who 
“doesn’t look like she could change the lives of thousands of 
people but, remarkably, she has” (4, 16-17). Similar examples 
refer to a story about another charity, Sport Relief, illustrated 
by the example of Mohammed Koroma from Sierra Leone men-
tioned as the grateful receiver of help (4, 48-49) or a story of 
Asian (no country is given) Buddhist monks who are students 
taught by the girl from Great Britain, (2, 32). 
 
5.  Conclusions  
 
According to both of the official documents defining the objec-
tives of educational policy in Poland and in Europe (Ustawa  
o systemie oświaty1991; Karta Nauczyciela 1982; Podstawa 
programowa z komentarzami 2008;  Eur-lex 2006) and the 
main assumptions of an intercultural and global education 
approach to teaching, education should promote openness, 
equality, tolerance and shape respect for other cultures and 
traditions. Having analyzed the sample of textbooks and their 
contents devoted to depiction of the chosen groups of non-
European origin, this study suggests that the examined mate-
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rial may not be a strong resource for fostering the values of 
intercultural and global education.  
     Presenting target groups through their past history or tra-
ditional customs, as cultural curiosity stuck in tribal rituals 
and lifestyles, only solidifies already existing stereotypes and 
images of the Other as a stranger. In addition, showing some 
groups only through the prism of the poverty they experience, 
does not contribute to intercultural understanding as their 
immobilization in this poor condition does not open the possi-
bility to perceive them as self-efficient and empowered human 
beings. At the same time, there is no doubt hunger and pov-
erty are huge problems in developing countries, but limiting 
their reality only to this issue strengthens the stereotype of 
helpless citizens whose lives depend on Western world mercy. 
Although it remains unquestionable that many charities do  
a necessary job, presenting cultural groups without a broader 
context that very often is connected with prior Western devas-
tation of resources, gives the impression of the immobilized 
global South existing thanks to the support of the resourceful 
and active North.  Such a picture is far from reality as it ne-
glects development and modernity that takes place in some 
countries of the regions mentioned. It is also worth noting that 
the pages of textbooks are populated mainly by white British 
or Americans who, contrary to the target group representa-
tives, conduct ordinary lives and perform a variety of activities 
(shopping, dating, working) or are the representatives of litera-
ture, art, politics or science. 

Although similar studies have analyzed history and civic 
education textbooks, this study focuses on English as a foreign 
language textbooks, which is quite unique particularly in the 
context of intercultural and global content. If language text-
books are being analyzed, it is usually their usefulness as lan-
guage teaching tool that is researched, not cultural diversity, 
ethnicity or other related issues. In the case of Poland and 
other post-communist countries, the textbook analyses have 
been concentrated mainly on a gender dimension, whereas the 
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issues of nationality or ethnicity, especially in reference to lan-
guage textbooks, are practically absent.  

In the presented research, the choice of textbooks was lim-
ited to the ones used in secondary schools. Future research 
could broaden the scope of this exploration to comprise the 
material used in earlier stages of education. Moreover, the 
study does not focus on a gender dimension, which would ad-
ditionally enrich the contents of the analysis. 

Findings in this study challenge the belief that teaching 
English as a foreign language “automatically” fosters intercul-
tural understanding.  It is important for educators to sensitize 
themselves and their learners to be aware of the hidden mean-
ing that often resides from intercultural education objectives. 
These conclusions might be inspiring for educators, teachers 
and educational decision-makers to critically reflect and ana-
lyse textbook contents in order to complement the books as 
well as use the texts in a critical way to deconstruct stereo-
types and biased opinions they often perpetuate.  
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