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Introduction

Instructional materials play a central role in shaping how students learn, stay motivated, and engage
with language education. As Khany and Kamalvand (2022) point out, instructional materials—from
textbooks and worksheets to videos, games, and simulations—are not just supplementary; they are
essential tools that help language teachers deliver content and influence learners’ motivation, success,
and participation. Duke (2020) also emphasizes that textbooks, as important instructional materials,
serve purposes beyond delivering information. They help structure lessons, guide classroom activities,
and promote collaboration among students. High-quality materials and textbooks, as noted by Smart and
Jagannathan (2018), can also help offset challenges such as limited teaching time, lack of training, or
difficult classroom conditions, supporting teachers in achieving key learning goals.

The design and selection of English textbooks are influenced by more than educational goals—they
are closely linked to preserving values and cultural authenticity. As Seidi et al. (2016) have noted,
English language teaching textbooks in Iran are carefully reviewed to ensure alignment with national
and religious principles. Instructional English textbooks in Iran carry a dual role: they should develop
students’ language skills while paying attention to cultural issues and tensions between Western norms
and local traditions (Abdollahzadeh & Baniasad, 2010). The cultural content in these books can shape
how Iranian students view themselves and others, influencing their attitudes toward different cultures
(Azimzadeh, 2020). While many studies have examined the linguistic and sociocultural aspects of these
materials, there remains a notable gap in exploring how identity and culture are conveyed through
symbolic elements or dimensions. This issue is important because textbooks are not neutral; they
encompass educational choices, ideological discourses, and assumptions that affect the second/foreign
language (L2) process, reflecting cultural aspects/dimensions (Kramsch, 2009).

To address a gap in research, this study examined how four cultural dimensions—identity, discourse,
representation, and narrative—are represented in Iranian high school English textbooks. Drawing on
Kramsch’s (2009, 2021) concept of symbolic competence, which views culture as a dynamic system
shaped by meaning, emotion, and power, the study analyzed these textbooks and how they could reflect
values, shape identities, and influence students’ cultural perspectives. The analysis follows a two-stage
approach: a deductive phase guided by Kramsch’s framework, and an inductive phase involving open
coding of textual and visual content. To capture both depth and scope, the study combined the data with
qualitative examples to illustrate how cultural meaning was constructed and conveyed.

A brief note on previous works

In recent years, there has been growing recognition of how deeply culture shapes language learning,
especially through classroom materials like textbooks. According to Banaruee et al. (2023), culture is
not a neutral backdrop—it is an active force made up of shared beliefs, values, and worldviews that
guide how language learners see themselves and others. This view aligns with Kramsch’s (2009) concept
of symbolic competence, which extends language learning beyond grammar and vocabulary. It
emphasizes the learner’s ability to interpret, respond to, and even challenge cultural symbols and
narratives embedded in language.

A substantial body of research has highlighted the limited and superficial cultural representation in
Iranian ELT textbooks (Aliakbari, 2005). In addition, previous studies have highlighted the limitations
of the previous high school English textbooks (Right Path to English) in Iran. Researchers like Aliakbari
(2004), Khajavi and Abbassian (2011), and Asgari (2011) note that these high school textbooks often
present a narrow, sometimes stereotypical view of culture. For example, national identity is frequently
emphasized at the expense of more diverse global perspectives, which underscores the need for a more
inclusive and reflective approach to instructional English textbook design—one that cultivates English
learners’ symbolic competence and helps them navigate cultural complexities.

The review of the related literature shows that previous high school English textbooks emphasize
local norms over intercultural diversity. As Aliakbari (2004) and Khajavi and Abbassian (2011) have
maintained, the absence of varied cultural narratives in such textbooks can marginalize global
perspectives and limit Iranian English as a foreign language (EFL) students’ engagement with
multicultural content. Based on their studies, cultural symbols, traditions, and values are often presented
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uncritically in the previous Iranian junior high school English textbooks, missing opportunities to build
meaningful intercultural awareness. Also, the review of the related literature demonstrates a lack of
attention to symbolic aspects of culture in many ELT textbooks—such as discourse, ideology, and
identity—which are key to how EFL learners construct meaning. These gaps underscore the need to
evaluate new high school English textbooks in ways that promote high school students’ deeper cultural
reflection and symbolic competence.

Theoretical framework

This study is grounded in Kramsch’s (2009, 2021) idea of symbolic competence, which offers a
powerful lens to explore how ELT textbooks serve not only as tools for teaching English, but also as
vehicles for transmitting cultural meanings and shaping identities of English learners. According to
Kramsch, language is a symbolic system through which power dynamics, societal values, and
worldviews are expressed and reinforced. From this perspective, symbolic competence involves more
than linguistic skill—it includes the capacity to recognize and respond to the symbolic meanings of
language, including its cultural, political, and emotional layers.

The theoretical foundation of this research is enriched by Kramsch’s (2009) framework, including
symbolic representation, action, and power, which explain how learners and teachers engage with
cultural messages in the classroom. Symbolic representation reflects how language shapes our
understanding of the world through familiar patterns and stereotypes, which in turn influence symbolic
action—how learners use language to behave and interact socially. These everyday practices are further
intertwined with symbolic power, as language carries ideologies and identities that help us understand
who holds influence and how meaning is created and controlled. Drawing on socio-cultural
constructivism, the framework views learners as active participants who negotiate meanings. Based on
this framework, the way cultural elements are embedded in textbooks can either empower or
disempower language learners.

Method

To explore how cultural content is represented in newly published Iranian high school English
textbooks, this study used a qualitative approach, relying on Kramsch’s (2009) framework of symbolic
competence. The materials included the Vision textbooks—Vision 1, Vision 2, and Vision 3—used in
grades 10 to 12, written by Alavi-Moghaddam, Kheirabadi, Rahimi, and Davari between 2016 and 2019.

A thematic content analysis was conducted in two phases. First, a deductive approach/method was
applied to identify major themes, such as cultural identity, cultural discourse, cultural representation,
and cultural narrative, using Kramsch’s (2009) theoretical framework. Then, an inductive method was
used, where textual and visual clements were open-coded by two independent coders. Their
collaboration ensured both depth and accuracy in uncovering recurring patterns. Quantitative data on
the frequency of themes were used alongside qualitative examples to give a fuller picture of how these
cultural elements were reflected and practiced in these textbooks. Credibility and dependability of the
data were ensured by taking several steps, including consultation with several experts and calculation
of inter-coder agreement. Nvivol2 software was also used for data analysis.

Conclusion

This study examined how new Iranian high school English textbooks (Visions) represented cultural
dimensions by drawing on Kramsch’s views of symbolic competence. Deductive-inductive thematic
analysis was used to analyze cultural patterns in the Vision textbooks used for Grades 10, 11, and 12 in
Iranian high schools. The analysis revealed four main themes—cultural identity, cultural discourse,
cultural representation, and cultural narrative—and eight subthemes, namely positive self-
representation, stereotyping, linguistic markers of cultural othering, power dynamics in language use,
visual representation of identities, cultural appropriation, dominant narratives, and ideological
positioning.

The analysis showed that cultural content was not distributed evenly across the three textbooks.
Vision 1 focuses greatly on cultural narratives, implying that the Grade 10 textbook can enhance identity
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development. The results reflect shifts in pedagogical priorities rather than mere content reduction and
a shift toward more critical, balanced perspectives from Vision 1 to Vision 3. Also, based on the data
analysis, these English textbooks can reduce stereotypes and present diverse groups multidimensionally,
supporting social cohesion. Emphasis on national identity remains consistent, though influenced by
contextual factors like Iranian students’ backgrounds and teaching practices. Moreover, the decline in
culturally othering language across the Vision textbooks highlights growing attention to inclusive
content and critical language awareness.

Based on the findings, ELT teachers and materials developers in Iran are encouraged to integrate
critical discussions and textual analysis into textbook activities, for instance through workshops, which
enrich textbook content and strengthen Iranian students’ cultural identity and awareness. EFL instructors
should also recognize the cultural messages in the high school textbooks and help their EFL students
engage with them critically. Positive representation of local (Iranian) cultural identities, alongside other
cultures, is vital in fostering connections between source and target languages. It is recommended that
these textbooks include sections that critically compare indigenous or local narratives with global
perspectives to bridge local and global cultures and promote deeper critical cultural awareness.
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1. Cultural narrative
2, Dominant natratives
3. Ideological positioning
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