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In the context of globalisation, classrooms have become meeting places for learners from an increasing
variety of backgrounds. Intercultural education, anchored in many national curricula, is considered a
key approach to doing justice to this growing plurality among students. In relation to fostering learners’
intercultural (communicative) competence, language education plays a particularly important role.
As textbooks determine much of the current teaching practice, it is vital to examine what kind of
intercultural student engagement they can promote. While existing research has largely focused on
cultural representations, less is known about how language activities support intercultural learning.
This paper reports on a study that examined 897 activities included in the three most widely used
Austrian English as foreign language (EFL) textbooks, based on a specifically developed 21-item
criteria catalogue. Dichotomous coding was applied, allowing for individual and overall conclusions
about the textbooks’ potential for intercultural learning. The findings indicate that, beyond frequent
references to regional studies and occasional prompts for self-reflection, implementation remains
limited and tends to be superficial. Unexpectedly, the oldest textbook in the sample demonstrated
the strongest integration of intercultural learning. However, the consistently rare engagement with
difference, prejudice, and ethnocentricity across all three textbooks underscores the urgent need for
a more future-oriented and equity-focused revision of EFL materials.

In Zeiten der Globalisierung haben sich Klassenzimmer zu Begegnungsraumen fiir eine zunehmende
Vielfalt an Sprachen und Kulturen entwickelt. Interkulturelle Bildung, wie sie in zahlreichen nationalen
Lehrplanen verankert ist, gilt als zentraler Ansatz, um dieser Pluralitét gerecht zu werden. Dem Sprach-
unterricht — insbesondere dem fremdsprachlichen Englischunterricht — kommt dabei eine besondere
Bedeutung zu. Da Lehrwerke einen Grofteil der Unterrichtspraxis pragen, ist es entscheidend zu
evaluieren, welche Formen interkulturellen Lernens durch ihre Aktivititen gefordert werden kdnnen.
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Wihrend kulturelle Représentationen in Lehrwerken bereits vielfach untersucht wurden, bleibt weit-
gehend offen, inwieweit die darin enthaltenen Sprachlernaktivititen zur Forderung interkulturellen
Lernens beitragen. Dieser Beitrag prasentiert eine Analyse von insgesamt 897 Aktivititen aus drei
aktuell genutzten Englischlehrwerken der Sekundarstufe I in Osterreich. Mithilfe eines eigens ent-
wickelten Kriterienkatalogs mit 21 Kategorien wurden die Aktivititen dichotom kodiert, um Aussa-
gen lber das lehrwerkspezifische sowie das iibergreifende Potenzial fiir interkulturelles Lernen tiber
alle drei Lehrwerke hinweg treffen zu konnen. Die Ergebnisse zeigen, dass interkulturelles Lernen
— abgesehen von der Thematisierung landeskundlicher Inhalte und vereinzelter Reflexionsanldsse —
iiberwiegend nur oberflachlich und in geringem MaBe umgesetzt wird. Uberraschenderweise weist das
dlteste Lehrwerk der Stichprobe den hochsten Umsetzungsgrad interkultureller Dimensionen in seinen
Aktivitdten auf. Die insgesamt geringe Auseinandersetzung mit Differenz, Vorurteilen und ethnozent-
rischen Sichtweisen unterstreicht die Notwendigkeit einer bildungsgerechten und zukunftsorientierten
Weiterentwicklung von Lehrwerken.
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Introduction

The globally increasing scope of diversity in societies has transformed classrooms into meeting places
for learners from a variety of linguistic and cultural backgrounds. Preparing learners to participate
successfully in this increasingly multilingual and multicultural global society has become a central
educational goal. In this regard, discourse on intercultural learning has gained importance and has
become a fundamental principle in numerous policy documents, particularly in the European context
(e.g., Council of Europe, 2020; Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development [OECD],
2018). Specifically, fostering students’ intercultural communicative competence has evolved into one
of the primary objectives in foreign language education (Council of Europe, 2020).

Inorderto achieve this goal in classroom practice, teaching materials, particularly textbooks, play a central
role. Textbooks constitute the foundation of language education (Facke & Mehlmauer-Larcher, 2017),
as they both influence the way language is taught and provide insights into teaching practice (Rose &
Galloway, 2019). By analysing these “windows to the world” (Risager, 2021), essential impulses for the
improvement of language education can be derived (Kurtz, 2018). In addition, the revision of teaching
materials informed by the findings of textbook analyses can contribute to sustainable improvements
in the quality of teaching and learning. Given their central role in language education, it is essential to
examine how textbooks may foster intercultural learning.

For the purpose of this study, intercultural learning is understood as an educational approach that actively
engages with cultural plurality as a resource, challenges processes of exclusion and discrimination,
and fosters empathy, encourages perspective-taking, and cultivates reflexivity in relation to cultural
encounters. It goes beyond the transmission of factual knowledge about national cultures, as
traditionally associated with Landeskunde (Romhild & Gaudelli, 2022; Schumann, 2019), and instead
promotes critical engagement with diversity and openness toward different ways of knowing, being,
and doing. In this sense, intercultural learning encompasses cognitive, affective, and action-oriented
dimensions; is grounded in learners’ Lebenswelt; and contributes to creating respectful, inclusive, and
dialogically engaged classroom environments (Peskoller, 2023a, 2023b, 2025). A substantial body of
research has examined cultural representations in language learning materials across educational and
geographical contexts (Abd Rashid & Engku Ibrahim, 2018; Messekher, 2014; Risager, 2018, 2021;
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Setyono & Widodo, 2019; Silvia, 2015; Sobkowiak, 2015; Song, 2013; Syrbe & Rose, 2018; Toledo-
Sandoval, 2020; Vali, 2017). However, many of these studies have found that such representations
often reflect stereotypical, essentialist, or homogenising views of culture. In response, McConachy
(2018) has proposed strategies to harness such portrayals as entry points to develop learners’ critical
and interpretative skills.

In addition to research on textbooks’ content, numerous studies have investigated teachers’ beliefs and
attitudes towards intercultural learning and the related pedagogical approaches (Aragona-Young &
Sawyer, 2018; Brunsmeier, 2016; Kehl et al., 2024; Munandar & Newton, 2021; Nguyen et al., 2016;
Svarstad, 2021; Toledo-Sandoval, 2020). Another strand of research has explored the potential of
literature to foster intercultural learning, highlighting its role in promoting empathy, critical reflection,
and cultural awareness (Kreft, 2020; Matos & Melo-Pfeifer, 2020).

However, despite the inclusion of intercultural learning in various national curricula, there is limited
insight into how the processes associated with it are initiated in textbook activities, with a notable lack
of data from lower secondary English as a foreign language (EFL) education (Anton, 2019; Gobel,
2019; Hoff, 2020; Victoria & Sangiamchit, 2021). In addition, despite the publication of a fundamental
decree on intercultural education in Austria (Bundesministerium fiir Bildung, 2017), no reports can be
found on the inclusion of intercultural learning in Austrian (language) classrooms.

Addressing these shortcomings, this article reports on an empirical study examining the implementation
of intercultural learning in the activities of three Austrian EFL textbooks using a generated criteria
catalogue. The term intercultural potential refers to the extent to which textbook activities can support
or initiate specific dimensions of intercultural learning. This includes, for example, opportunities for
self-reflection and perspective-changing, or discussions of differences and diversity in meaningful
ways. Analysing the intercultural potential of textbook activities thus allows the identification of both
strengths and gaps in how materials may contribute to the development of intercultural competence.

In the following section, I examine the intersection of intercultural learning and language education
in Austria and discuss the role of textbooks in fostering intercultural learning. Having outlined the
objectives and relevant research questions, I then present the findings of the empirical study. Lastly, I
discuss implications for material revision and contemporary language education.

Language Textbooks and Intercultural Learning

Providing the main source of content (Alter, 2020; Rose & Galloway, 2019) and being used for the
design of approximately 80-90% of class time (Harwood, 2014; Kurtz, 2018), textbooks form the
basis of foreign language education (Fécke & Mehlmauer-Larcher, 2017). Specifically, they “consti-
tute a particular genre as they are products intended to be tools for a specific social practice: teaching
and learning” (Risager, 2018, p. 10). Although the status of textbooks varies between countries and
schools, scholars agree that they hold a prominent role for English language education, especially at
the lower secondary level (Anton, 2019; Kurtz, 2018).

Moreover, they are culturally meaningful documents that provide culture-related contents and reflect
what Risager (2018, p. 10) calls the “dominating discourse of language (and culture) teaching and
learning”. As they are developed on the basis of national curricula—which, in many contexts (including
Austria) mandate the integration of intercultural education—textbooks are expected to embed dimen-
sions of intercultural learning (Anton, 2019; Liitge, 2016; Nguyen etal., 2020; Vali, 2017). In this regard,
Risager (2018, p. 223) notes that textbooks seemingly maintain “two foci: on the one hand, language and
language learning, on the other hand, culture, society, and the world and intercultural learning. The two
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foci are interrelated”. As such, teaching materials are crucial mediators of cultural meaning and can
support the development of a pluralistic, heterogenous, and dynamic understanding of culture (Anton,
2019).

Moreover, textbooks may offer particular affordances for intercultural reflection. Precisely because
they are removed from the pressures of real-time intercultural encounters, they may foster greater
learner reflexivity and deeper insight into the conditions for successful or unsuccessful intercultural
contact. As Sercu (2000, p. 387) observed—albeit over two decades ago but arguably still relevant
today—*the absence of potential pressures arising from real-time contacts, textbooks seem to hold
better chances for promoting pupil reflexivity on and understanding of the various factors contributing
to the success or failure of intercultural contacts.”

Textbooks are both essential tools for improving the quality of language education (Kurtz, 2018) and
vital indicators of how intercultural dimensions are implemented in classroom practice. Therefore,
serving both pedagogic and research purposes, textbook analyses constitute a relevant area of study
in language education to uncover “strengths, limitations, and hidden ideologies” (Rose & Galloway,
2019, p. 138). Discussing essential analysis criteria for language textbooks in relation to intercultural
communication, various authors have listed aspects such as empathy, cultural interpretative patterns,
the destruction of stereotypes and the consideration of learners’ cultural diversity in the classroom.

In the context of intercultural learning, scholars have frequently criticised language materials for priv-
ileging cultural practices typically associated with countries in which English is an official language
while ignoring the actual plurality of English users in a global day and age (Nguyen et al., 2020; Syrbe
& Rose, 2018; Vali, 2017). As EFL learners are “more likely to use English in contact situations with
other speakers from the expanding circle as opposed to speakers from within the inner circle” (Syrbe
& Rose, 2018, p. 152), Nguyen et al. (2020, p. 14) stated that EFL materials need to “move away from
monocultural English models and embrace English variations as well as linguistic pluralism”. In this
regard, researchers in language education in Germany indicated shortcomings in explicitly discuss-
ing multilingualism, multiethnicity, and cultural plurality, as well as recognising learners’ diversity in
teaching materials (Anton, 2019; Facke & Mehlmauer-Larcher, 2017).

Scholars have thus pleaded for English textbooks to adequately illustrate the diversity of contexts
the language is used in and to express the dynamic and fluid nature of culture (Syrbe & Rose, 2018).
Furthermore, the need for EFL textbooks to become more localised, include a variety of perspectives,
and promote learners’ cultural awareness and identity has also been voiced in the field (Dinh & Shar-
ifian, 2017; Nguyen et al., 2020; Risager, 2021, 2023; Toledo-Sandoval, 2020; Tomlinson, 2012; Vali,
2017). Importantly, scholars have emphasised that textbooks should provide incentives for students
“to develop critical awareness of processes like Othering, stereotyping, minorisation and racialisation”
(Risager, 2018, p. 143) to support the formation of a “reflexive, open, and globally aware language
learner” (Weninger & Kiss, 2013, p. 695). Solely focusing on cognitive dimensions “may lead to
pupils acquiring a body of (instrumental) savoirs, but probably not to their acquiring intercultural skills
and attitudes which they can independently apply to hitherto unknown intercultural situations™ (Sercu,
2000, p. 389).

Overall, Cortazzi and Jin (1999, p. 198) have argued the following:

[O]ne would expect EFL or ESL textbooks to reflect a range of cultural contexts and to
include intercultural elements. One would expect materials that raise learners’ awareness
of intercultural issues and enable them to communicate effectively and appropriately
in a variety of communicative contexts. One would expect English-language teaching
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(ELT) curriculum design and evaluation, including textbook evaluation, to include
consideration of culture and intercultural communication. Surprisingly, none of these
are necessarily what happens.

More than 20 years later, the question is whether this observation still holds for EFL textbooks. Before
investigating this further, I briefly examine the educational realities in Austria by referencing the essen-
tial educational policy documents.

Intercultural Learning in Austrian (Language) Education

In Austria, English is taught as the first foreign language in a national context where German is the
dominant language of instruction. At the same time, linguistic and cultural diversity in classrooms has
been steadily increasing: The proportion of learners with first languages other than German has risen by
52% in the last decade, with 34.8% of learners in Austrian Mittelschulen speaking a different home lan-
guage in the school year of 20222023 (Statistik Austria, 2024). Among the most frequently spoken first
languages besides German are Turkish, Serbian, and Croatian (Statistik Austria, 2024). This increasing
multilingualism reflects a growing plurality of learners’ identities, experiences, and backgrounds across
Austrian classrooms. To address these developments, the Austrian government embedded the concept
of intercultural learning as the second of 10 fundamental interdisciplinary teaching principles in the
national curriculum for general education as early as 1992 (Bundesministerium fiir Bildung [BMB],
2017). Accordingly, educators are expected to foster classroom cohesion by recognising learners as
equal contributors to the learning community and by appreciating their individual strengths and skills.
Core areas for teachers’ consideration include the close connection between language and culture,
the aim of mutual understanding, and broader questions of identity, belonging, and cultural practices.
The curriculum also emphasises the importance of including multiple perspectives and maintaining a
respectful, open classroom climate, particularly with regard to questions of migration and social diver-
sity (Bundesministerium fiir Bildung, Wissenschaft und Forschung [BMBWF], 2023a).

In the curriculum for foreign language education specifically, intercultural competence is defined as
a key teaching goal. Language teachers at both the lower and upper secondary levels are therefore
required to engage with topics that foster a nuanced understanding of cultural diversity and promote
sensitivity to both similarities and differences. This includes encouraging reflection on students’ per-
sonal experiences and realities, as well as developing a critical, open-minded stance towards stereo-
types and clichés (BMBWF, 2023a). While the framework formally applies to all foreign languages,
English holds a particularly prominent role as the first and most widely taught foreign language in
Austrian schools. All approved textbooks must align with national curricular requirements, which
also include attention to diversity, multilingualism, and intercultural learning. In light of the grow-
ing linguistic and cultural plurality, the Ministry of Education also issued a fundamental decree on
intercultural education in 2017 to support teachers in operationalising the concept in practice. The
decree defines intercultural education as a holistic pedagogical approach grounded in appreciation and
respect, viewing identities as dynamic and intercultural awareness as essential for successful learning
(BMB, 2017). Despite the strong positioning of intercultural education in Austrian policy, however,
the Teaching and Learning International Survey (OECD, 2020) revealed persistent insecurities among
Austrian educators when working in culturally diverse classrooms. Of the 4133 lower secondary teach-
ers surveyed, only 13.6% felt (well) prepared to teach in a multicultural setting. Moreover, nearly half
reported difficulties adapting their teaching to reflect the diversity of their students (OECD, 2020).
This frequently observed insecurity (Chilla & Vogt, 2017) often leads language teachers to reduce the
broader aims of intercultural learning to narrow forms of Landeskunde or regional studies (Romhild
& Gaudelli, 2022).
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Methods

Against the backdrop of increasingly diverse student populations and the continued centrality of
teaching materials in language education, the implementation of intercultural learning in language
textbooks merits critical examination. As Weninger and Kiss (2015) argued, the activity level is a
particularly fruitful unit of analysis for studying the cultural potential of teaching materials. In response
to the limited empirical data from German-speaking lower secondary EFL contexts (Anton, 2019;
Brunsmeier, 2016; Schifer, 2016) and a lack of insight into Austrian educational realities, this study
was guided by the following research question:

To what extent is intercultural learning implemented in the activities included in Austrian
lower secondary EFL textbooks?

This textbook analysis aims to explore how far current EFL teaching materials in Austrian lower
secondary classrooms promote intercultural learning and align with national curriculum goals. On the
basis of these findings, implications can be drawn for revision of the material and for understanding how
educational policy is translated into the textbook content. Moreover, the generated criteria catalogue
for intercultural learning offers a practical tool for evaluating language activities in various educational
contexts.

Materials

To investigate the implementation of intercultural elements in language learning materials, a total of
897 activities were sampled from the three state-approved EFL textbooks most frequently used in Aus-
trian eighth-grade classrooms. This grade marks the final year of lower secondary education and the
fourth year of formal English instruction. Textbooks were selected according to the annually published
list of approved teaching materials issued by the Federal Ministry of Education, Science, and Research
(BMBWEF, 2023b).

Table 1 Textbook Sample

Textbook Abbrev. Year Authors Pages Units Activities
Prime Time 4 Coursebook PT4 2021 Hinterberger et al. 192 16 365
MORE! 4 Student’s Book M4 2018 Gerngrol} et al. 156 14 289
English to Go 4 Coursebook ETG4 2006 Westfall & Weber 144 16 243
Total 492 46 897

To contextualise the activities examined in this study, Table 2 presents an overview of the unit themes
and corresponding number of activities in each of the three textbooks (see Peskoller, 2023b).

Table 2 Contents of Textbook Units

Unit PT4 M4 ETG4

1 Going abroad (21) Welcome to Ireland (20) What's new? (13)

2 New York (17) Whodunit (23) Make it to the top (16)
3 Intelligent machines (16) New York, New York (18) Join us! (14)

4 Going to the limit (27) A working life (19) Down under (16)

(Continued)
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Unit PT4 M4 ETG4
5 Television and streaming (24) Hungry? (18) The police report (14)
6 Blogs (21) Kids make a difference (13) Eureka! (13)
7 Play IT safe (20) Travelling Down Under (13) Is the past perfect? (14)
8 Sustainability (24) Obsessed! (17) Luck of the Irish (16)
9 Express yourself (31) Body talk (20) On a binge (14)
10 New Zealand (26) A fair world (15) The math whiz (15)
11 Coming back (16) Ready for reading (19) My second family (13)
12 The Understudy — a play (10) Space (14) From the inside out (14)
13 Incredible inventions (31) A school mag (15) Buy now, pay later (12)
14 Work hard; play hard (20) Talking turkeys (9) Today and tomorrow (14)
15 Awesome ads (30) It's festival time! (13)
16 Fact detectives (31) This is me! (6)

To systematically assess the textbooks’ intercultural learning potential, a criteria catalogue was developed
and applied in the analysis. The 897 activities from 46 textbook units were coded dichotomously
according to whether they fulfilled any of the 21 criteria for intercultural learning, which were grouped
into seven macro-dimensions. This catalogue was developed prior to the analysis and is outlined in
Table 4.

Generating a Criteria Catalogue

A criteria catalogue for intercultural learning, with a focus on language activities, was developed
through a comprehensive literature review of scholarship in English and German published over the
past 25 years. The review focused on theoretical-conceptual work on intercultural education (e.g.,
Dervin, 2020, 2023; Freitag-Hild, 2018), empirical studies on intercultural learning in foreign lan-
guage education (e.g., Brunsmeier, 2016; Konig & Ruf, 2022; Vali, 2017), and curriculum and policy
documents relevant to the Austrian EFL context (e.g., BMB, 2017). While the development of the
catalogue was shaped by the goals and principles of intercultural education, it was also informed by
established approaches to textbook analysis, including Risager’s (2023) cultural discourse framework
and Weninger and Kiss’s (2015) criteria for cultural engagement in textbook activities. These perspec-
tives supported the deductive development of criteria, ensuring both conceptual validity and analytical
rigor. Table 3 outlines the stages in the development of the catalogue.

Table 3 Phases in the Creation of the Criteria Catalogue

Phase Contents

Criteria generation Collecting criteria on the basis of theoretical-conceptual work, empirical studies, and

phase educational policy documents; rephrasing, arranging, and (if required) translating of items
Criteria revision Reduction and adaption of the criteria (integrating, condensing, and omitting items)
Phase | on the basis of research talks, peer feedback, and considerations of surveyability

Criteria revision
Phase I

Criteria revision
Phase Il

Reduction and adaption of the criteria (revising and rearranging of items) on the basis
of a pilot phase in which the criteria were applied to the activities of five sample units

Final adaption of the criteria on the basis of the conducted textbook analyses and
precise item definitions clarifying the conditions for (not) coding

Following the three revision phases, the final criteria catalogue comprised 21 items that reflect current
academic thinking as well as institutional frameworks and priorities. These items were grouped
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into seven macro-dimensions following Freitag-Hild’s (2018) proposed framework for inter- and
transcultural learning activities. While originally developed for the use of literary texts to promote
intercultural learning in EFL classrooms, the framework provided a fitting structure for categorising and
organising the 21 items in this criteria-led analysis (see Table 4). The catalogue aimed to operationalise
a dynamic, processual understanding of culture that resists static or essentialist representations—
perspectives that remain prevalent in many textbook materials. A detailed account of the development
of the criteria catalogue, including literature selection, category refinement, and pilot coding, is
provided in Peskoller (2023b), which presents a revised version of the criteria as the product of a
comprehensive mixed-methods study.

Coding the Language Activities

The coding process followed three distinct cycles to enhance intra-coder reliability. In the first round,
I coded the activities dichotomously, progressing from front to back through each textbook. In the sec-
ond round, the order was reversed, moving back to front and alternating textbooks unit by unit. During
this phase, I extracted all activity instructions into Excel tables, highlighting ambiguous cases. These
cases were then discussed in collaborative sessions with my research colleagues, which helped refine
and specify the definitions of the criteria (see Table 3). The final round involved a cross-check of all
coded activities. The complete revised criteria catalogue, along with illustrative textbook examples, is
presented in Table 4.

Table 4 Criteria Catalogue with Sample Activities

Category Question Sample activity

Warming up (WU)

WU_knowledge Does the activity include  ETG4_U9AS: “Talk about the law in Austria. What do
the learners’ previous you know about the law in Austria? Is it the same as in
knowledge? England?”

WU _experiences Does the activity include M4 _U9A7: “Read the questions. Take a few minutes
the learners’ cultural to think about them. Make notes of your thoughts. [...]
experiences? 1 Which countries have you been to? 2 How many

people from different cultures have you met?”

Self-Reflection (SR)

SR_analysing Do learners have to M4_US5A10: “Talk for 3—4 minutes about your eating
analyse their personality  habits. Talk about:
or personal life stories?  * what you eat for breakfast/lunch/ dinner

* what your favourites are and how often you have
them

* what you totally dislike
* what your intake of healthy/unhealthy food is [...]

* if eating together with your family plays an important
partﬂ

SR_sharing Do learners have to ETG4_U11A6: “In a small group, do a mapping about
express and share their life in England, the USA, or Australia. What do you
opinions, perspectives, or think it is like? What would you expect to see, do, or
personal experience? experience?”

(Continued)
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Category

Question

Sample activity

SR _reflecting

Do learners have to
reflect on their opinions,

perspectives, or personal

experience?

M4_U12A11: “Discuss in groups: 1. Do you think the
colonisation of space will happen in your lifetime? Why
(not)? 2. Would you like the idea of living in space?
Why (not)? 3. Imagine you had to leave Earth. What
would you miss most?”

Interpretation and change of perspectives (ICP)

ICP_empathising

ICP_changing_
perspective

ICP_relating

ICP_interpreting

Does the activity ask
learners to empathise
with other points of view
and relativise their own
cultural viewpoints?

Do learners have to
change, discuss, or
coordinate different
perspectives?

Does the activity
encourage learners to
relate new aspects or
topics to familiar ones?

Do learners have to

interpret visual and verbal
cultural representations?

M4_U10A8: “Work with a partner. For each blog entry,
say how the writers feel and what they believe and
want to achieve.”

ETG4_U3A3Db: “If you were a member of AYS, which
programs would you like? What would you do at the
clubhouse?”

ETG4_U13A1: “Read the article and talk about it.
What is money sense? Have you got money sense? Is
money important to you? Why or why not?”

M4_U2A3: “Look at the information and say what
motives the people might have had for the murder.”

Analysis and reflection (AR)

AR_exploring

AR_comparing

AR_reflecting_
differences

AR_reflecting_
prejudice

AR reflecting_
criticalincidents

Does the activity allow
learners to explore
cultural practices or
collect culture-related
information?

Do learners have

to compare cultural
practices/dimensions by
stating similarities and
differences?

Does the activity ask
learners to reflect on
(cultural) differences?

Does the activity ask
learners to express,
analyse, or reflect on
racism, prejudice, or
stereotypes?

Do learners have to
analyse and reflect
on critical incidents
or identify (culture-
related) causes for
misunderstanding in
interaction?

M4_ U3A15b: “Check out another one of the sights of
New York [...] on the internet and write a report about
it (120-180 words).”

M4_U9A7: “Read the questions. Take a few minutes to
think about them. Make notes of your thoughts. [...] 3.
What things are the same in other cultures as in your
own? (food, family life, school life, sports, ...) 4. What
things are different?”

ETG4_ U14A6b: “After you read: Choose a question
and write a response. What else about Melanie sticks
out? How is she different from others?”

PT4_U7A8b: “Brainstorm with a partner how the story
continues. Invent an ending to the story. The questions
below may help you.” How do the bullies react to the
post? How does the boy from Nigeria? Why has the
boy posted the comment at all? Does anyone show
civil courage and stand up for the boy?”

ETG4_U5A3: “Complete the sentences with your own
ideas. “If Jason had not been alone, ...” “If | had been
there, ...”

(Continued)
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Category Question

Sample activity

Negotiation and participation (NP)

NP_discussion Does the activity include

discussions?

ETG4_U9A4: “Work in a small group. What do you
know about drugs and alcohol? Do you think they are
a problem at your school? Make notes.”

NP_roleplay Does the activity include

role plays or simulations?

NP_encounters Does the activity address
encounters with another

culture?

PT4 _U4A6e: “With a partner, think about Grace’s or
Simon’s talk on the phone. Use your own ideas, write
a dialogue and act it out.”

M4_U7A8: Answer the questions: “1. What was
Marlo’s problem with walking through the desert? 2.
Why did she eat the worm in the end? 3. How did the
Aborigines drink the water? 4. What could they tell
from the footprints in the sand? 5. Why are bush flies
important for the Aborigines?”

Contextualisation (C)

C_building_
relation

Does the activity build a
personal relation to the
learners by connecting
to their interests or
Lebenswelt?

ETG4_U6A10a: “Work in a team. Think about
problems in everyday life. What would make your life
easier? What do you wish you had? Write down all of
your ideas.”

C_recognising_
diversity

Does the activity allow
learners to recognise
or explore the diversity
of backgrounds,
perspectives, or
experiences in the
classroom?

Do learners have to
identify ethnocentric
perspectives in their own/
another culture?

C_identifying_
ethnocentricity

Meta-reflection (MR)

MR_reflecting Do learners have
to reflect on their
intercultural learning

process?

PT4_U5A10: “Design your own chart. [...] Ask people
in your class. Design a pie chart. Summarise your
results in 3-5 sentences.”

ETG4_US5T1: “Read the chat. Then work in a small
group and talk about what happened: Do you make
racial jokes? Do you use racist language? Do you
know someone who is racist? Do you think racism is a
problem here?”

ETG4_U12T8: “Work in a group and talk about what
you have learned about the Oneida, the Amish, and
the Hmong. What do you think is most interesting?
What surprised you? What would you like to know
more about?”

Having established the criteria, the textbook activities were coded to evaluate their alignment with
intercultural learning dimensions. While several textbook activities included prompts related to visual
materials, such as interpreting images, symbols, or multimodal texts, this textbook analysis did not
investigate the visuals themselves. The focus was placed exclusively on the activity instructions and
intended learner engagement rather than the representational content of the images. However, a number
of tasks required the learners to interpret or respond to visuals, which were captured in the coding under

the “ICP_interpreting” criterion.

The outlined coding approach offered a structured basis for the subsequent comparative analysis across
the selected textbooks, which is presented in the following section.
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Analysing the Textbook Data

The coded data were analysed holistically and contrastively using descriptive statistics, focusing on the
frequencies and proportions of individual criteria and macro-dimensions. Comparative analysis across
the three textbooks provided an insight into their relative strengths, weaknesses, and gaps in promoting
intercultural learning. To classify the scope of intercultural engagement, activities that received at least
one intercultural code were labelled intercultural learning activities (ICLAs). These were then further
grouped by intensity:

e Weak ICLASs: 1-4 criteria addressed;
e Mediocre ICLAS: 5-8 criteria addressed;
e Strong ICLAs: more than 8 criteria addressed.

This classification offered a more nuanced understanding of how deeply intercultural learning was
embedded in textbook activities.

Results

This section presents the findings of the empirical study that analysed activities in three Austrian EFL
textbooks with regard to their implementation of intercultural learning. The activities in the sample
were subjected to a criteria-driven analysis. In this section, I first provide insights into the whole data-
set and then present the findings from the contrastive analysis of the three sources.

Among the 897 activities analysed in the course of the textbook survey, 544 received at least one cod-
ing, making up 60.6% of the sample classified as ICLAs. Figure 1 outlines the distribution of the three
types of ICLAs in the sample.

250
227
200 weak mediocre strong
3] ICLAs ICLAs ICLAs
i (438) (96) (10)
5 150
kS
S 100 17
£
£ 77
Z
50 47 46
5 6 2 2
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Number of codes

Figure 1 Overall Frequency of Intercultural Learning Activities

Figure 1 shows that no activity implemented more than 11 of the 21 categories outlined in the criteria
catalogue for intercultural learning. The chart indicates a clear trend toward weak ICLAs, which com-
prise 80.5% of all ICLAs being classified as such. In particular, activities assigned exactly one code
were highly prevalent and thus represent the dominant form of ICLAs in the sample. Furthermore,
while 96 mediocre ICLAs were identified in the coding process, the sample of activities includes only
10 instances of strong forms. As can also be deduced from the preceding graph, 353 activities did not
match any category, which makes non-ICLAs the largest subset in the sample. Except for one outlier,



Jasmin Peskoller: The Intercultural Potential of Language Activities 12

the data suggest an inverse proportional relationship: as the number of codes required increases, the
number of activities decreases. Interestingly, however, more activities obtained three codes (87 activities)
than two (77 activities) in the textbook survey. This irregularity may point to natural clustering of
certain intercultural dimensions in activity design and warrants further investigation.

To supplement these preliminary findings, Table 5 presents a comparative analysis of the types of
activities in the three textbooks and their respective intercultural characteristics.

Table 5 Properties of the Sample and its Subsamples

Textbook  Activities ICLAs (weak, mediocre, strong) Codes Codes/activity Codes/ICLA

PT4 365 188 (169, 19, 0) 397 1.09 211
M4 289 195 (159, 33, 3) 500 1.73 2.56
ETG4 243 161 (110, 44, 7) 589 242 3.66
Total 897 544 (438, 96, 10) 1486 1.66 2.73

As indicated in Table 5, almost 40% of the 1486 allocated codes were assigned to activities in English to
Go 4 (ETG4). On the contrary, the smallest number of hits in the criteria catalogue were made in Prime
Time 4 (PT4). Moreover, approximately two-thirds of the activities in MORE! 4 (M4) and ETG4 had a
reference to intercultural learning, while only slightly over half of the activities in PT4 were classified
as ICLAs. With a total of 195 cases, M4 incorporates the most ICLAs, followed by PT4, providing 188
activities implementing one or more dimensions of intercultural learning. Although ETG4 has the low-
est absolute number of activities and ICLAs, it contains the fewest non-ICLAs and the highest number
of mediocre (44) and strong (7) ICLAs in the sample. On the contrary, despite revealing the highest total
number of activities, PT4 obtained the fewest overall codes for intercultural learning. Moreover, while
ETG4 and PT4 reveal a comparable proportion of weak ICLAs, the latter does not include any strong
ICLAs and only occasional mediocre forms. If we use the relative values to assess the strength of the
included ICLAs, ETG4 exhibits the highest mean coding value per activity both in relation to all activ-
ities and ICLAs. Thus, among the three textbooks, ETG4 demonstrates the strongest implementation of
intercultural learning.

To identify the textbooks’ individual strengths and potential shortcomings, Figure 2 visualises the
share of activities receiving one or more codes in the seven macro-dimensions (see Table 4).
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Figure 2 Proportion of Activities Coded for the Macro-Dimensions
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Investigating the macro-dimensions identified in the three textbook samples, Figure 2 shows that the
highest proportions for six of the seven macro-dimensions were found in ETG4. Specifically, four
of the seven macro dimensions are implemented in approximately 30% or more of activities in this
source. By contrast, while M4 achieves an implementation rate of over 40% for analysis and reflection,
this remains the only dimension that exceeds the respective value specified in ETG4. Although M4 and
ETG4 reveal similar scores in connection with negotiation and participation, three other dimensions
had an implementation rate of only approximately 20% in M4. On the contrary, PT4 exhibits a 30.4%
realisation of analysis and reflection, scores 18.4% for self-reflection, and 12.6% for contextualisation,
while the remaining four dimensions demonstrate a comparably weak implementation below 10%.
Strikingly, ETG4 implements self-reflection and contextualisation significantly more strongly than the
other two sources, as the textbook includes a form of self-reflection in 40.3% and contextualisation
in 32.1% of its activities. Moreover, ETG4 implements interpretation and change of perspectives in
almost 30% of its activities, while the respective value in M4 is seven percentage points lower and PT4
only reveals a weak implementation rate of roughly 10%. Lastly, the macro-dimension least allocated
to activities in the sample are warming up and meta-reflection. Even though the proportions for these
two dimensions remain below 10% in the three subsamples, ETG4 again emerges as the textbook most
strongly incorporating them.

On the basis of the previously presented findings, the specific type of intercultural learning promoted
in the activities is examined in greater detail. Table 6 presents the results obtained for the 21 categories
and their seven superordinate macro-dimensions composing the criteria catalogue (see Table 4), con-
trasting their frequencies and proportions in the three sources.

Virtually identical absolute numbers for warming up were found in PT4 and ETG4, while ETG4
revealed the highest proportion of warming up activities. Regarding the two sub-categories of this
macro-dimension, ETG4 and PT4 display similar distributions, whereas the activities in M4 seemingly
put a focus on learners’ cultural knowledge over experiences, with only two activities addressing the
latter. While the data indicate that the WU categories are rarely integrated in one activity, the subcate-
gories of self-reflection reveal more combination.

As previously outlined, ETG4 emerges as the textbook implementing SR the most strongly in the
sample. Specifically, the sub-category with the highest proportion in all three textbooks constitutes
SR _sharing, which ETG4 implements in one-third of its activities. Additionally, the two categories
SR sharing and SR _reflecting appeared with similar frequency in both M4 and ETG4, whereas PT4
reveals diverging values as well as weak implementation overall. Strikingly, learners are encouraged
to analyse their personality and life stories in almost quarter of the activities in ETG4, which is a sig-
nificantly higher share than in the other two sources.

Turning to the dimension of interpretation and change of perspectives, the category most strongly
implemented in all three sources is ICP_changing perspective, and with similar numbers obtained
for ICP_empathising in absolute and relative measures in M4 and ETG4 but not so in PT4. Regard-
ing ICP_relating, all three textbooks reveal low degrees of incorporation. Lastly, the interpretation
of visual and verbal cultural representations was applicable to a total of 35 activities in ETG4 and 27
activities in M4, with PT4 offering only 15 activities.

Regarding analysis and reflection, M4 implements this dimension the most strongly (see Figure 3).
Despite ETG4 and PT4 dedicating approximately 30% of their activities to this macro-dimension,
PT4 reveals a higher absolute number of activities (111) than ETG4 (75). In particular, the category
AR _exploring accounts for the majority of attributed codes in this macro-dimension and also consti-
tutes the item with the highest scores in the entire sample. Looking at the other four AR categories, a
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Table 6 Frequency and Proportion of Activities Coded for Each Category

PT4 M4 ETG4
N =365 N =289 N =243
n % n % n %
Warming up 21 5.80% 14 4.80% 20 8.20%
WU_knowledge 11 3.00% 12 4.20% 13 5.30%
WU _experiences " 3.00% 2 0.70% 10 4.10%
Self-reflection 67 18.40% 62 21.50% 98  40.30%
SR_analysing 33 9.00% 38 13.10% 58  23.90%
SR_sharing 67 18.40% 55 19.00% 81 33.30%
SR_reflecting 29 7.90% 54 18.70% 77 31.70%
Interpretation and change of perspectives 36 9.90% 66 22.80% 71 29.20%
ICP_empathising 7 1.90% 25 8.70% 20 8.20%
ICP_changing_perspective 20 5.50% 42 14.50% 43  17.70%
ICP_relating 6 1.60% 6 2.10% 9 3.70%
ICP_interpreting 15 4.10% 27 9.30% 35  14.40%
Analysis and reflection 1M1 30.40% 118 40.80% 75 30.90%
AR_exploring 107 29.30% 112 38.80% 70  28.80%
AR_comparing 7 1.90% 9 3.10% 10 4.10%
AR_reflecting_differences 0 0.00% 1 0.30% 5 2.10%
AR_reflecting_prejudice 2 0.50% 3 1.00% 4 1.60%
AR _reflecting_critical_incidents 0 0.00% 1 0.30% 2 0.80%
Negotiation and participation 25 6.80% 55 19.00% 51  21.00%
NP_discussion 20 5.50% 30 10.40% 38 15.60%
NP_roleplay 4 1.10% 26 9.00% 10 4.10%
NP_encounters 3 0.80% 5 1.70% 7 2.90%
Contextualisation 46 12.60% 42 14.50% 78  32.10%
C_building_relation 41 11.20% 36 12.50% 74 30.50%
C_recognising_diversity 12 3.30% 9 3.10% 11 4.50%
C_identifying_ethnocentricity 0 0.00% 4 1.40% 3 1.20%
Meta-reflection 2 0.50% 3 1.00% 9 3.70%

consistently low implementation rate of below 5% was identified. Hence, expressing, analysing, and
reflecting on differences, prejudice, or stereotypes is practically not encouraged in the textbooks.

On the contrary, negotiation and participation is implemented in roughly one-fifth of the activities
in M4 and ETG4 but was only discernible in 6.8% of the activities in PT4. Precisely, NP_discussion
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is included the most in absolute and relative measures in ETG4, with M4 and PT4 demonstrating a
weaker implementation. With a total of 26, however, the highest number of roleplaying activities are
found in M4, with ETG4 including 10 and PT4 having 4. Finally, encounters with another culture are
addressed in relatively few activities across the sample.

Constituting the textbook’s second strongest macro-dimension, ETG4 exhibits the highest absolute and
relative scores for contextualisation. While M4 and PT4 reveal similar outcomes, these only amount
to less than half of the proportion of ETG4. Specifically, C_building_relation emerges as the strongest
category in this macro-dimension in all three sources, though it was coded in 30.5% of the activities in
ETG4 and significantly less often in M4 and PT4. Across the sample, recognition of the existing diver-
sity inside the classroom was included in a similarly low share of activities, ranging between 3.1% and
4.5%. While the learners are never asked to identify ethnocentric perspectives in PT4, M4 and ETG4
include rare instances thereof.

In connection with the last macro-dimensions, the obtained data demonstrate the scarce inclusion
of meta-reflection as fewer than 10 activities ask learners to reflect on their (intercultural) learning
process. With nine activities, ETG4 reveals the highest implementation of meta-reflection in the
sample.

Notably, 10 of the 21 categories appeared fewer than 10 times in M4 and PT4, but this only applies to
seven categories in ETG4. Adding to this observation, 13 categories were only identified in less than
4% of the activities in PT4. Overall, students are rarely encouraged to identify ethnocentricity or to
reflect on differences, prejudice, critical incidents, or their cultural learning process. Alarmingly, only
3 of the 21 categories are implemented in over 10% of the activities in PT4.

Summary

Due to their substantial role in shaping classroom content and pedagogy, particularly at the lower sec-
ondary level, textbook activities were selected as the primary object of analysis in this research project,
with a specific focus on their potential to support intercultural learning (e.g., Harwood, 2014; Kurtz,
2018; Rose & Galloway, 2019). While Svarstad (2021) has noted that teaching materials often prior-
itise communicative competence over intercultural learning, this study revealed that certain textbook
activities engage with dimensions of interculturality. These include activities that invite the learners to
reflect on their personal life stories, explore diverse cultural practices, and foster openness to alterna-
tive life designs and experiences.

Despite 60.6% of activities being classified as ICLAs, the depth of implementation remains limited.
Most activities received only a single code from the criteria catalogue, and only 10 of the 897 activi-
ties qualified as strong ICLAs. Key aspects such as reflecting on differences, prejudice, and classroom
diversity are rarely addressed. This finding aligns with earlier studies (e.g., Brunsmeier, 2016; Konig &
Ruf, 2022; Schleicher, 2017; Sobkowiak, 2015; Song, 2013; Usener, 2016) and stands in stark contrast
to the requirements set out in Austrian education policy (BMB, 2017).

A comparative view of the three EFL textbooks revealed notable variation in their integration of
intercultural learning, a pattern consistent with previous studies (e.g., Lobo-Serra, 2012; Vali, 2017).
Surprisingly, the oldest textbook, English to Go 4 (Westfall & Weber, 2006), demonstrated the most
comprehensive and robust integration of intercultural learning. It showed the highest implementation
rate across most of the 21 categories, with strong links to the students’ personal experiences and an
emphasis on discussion and self-reflection. These strengths are reflected in its high scores for the mac-
ro-dimensions of contextualisation and learner-centred reflection.
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On the contrary, PT4, the most recent textbook in the sample, revealed the weakest implementation of
intercultural learning. Only 3 of the 21 categories achieved an implementation rate above 10%. One
possible explanation is the increased focus on the standardised school-leaving examinations intro-
duced in Austria in 2014-2015, which may have led to a shift in textbook design priorities, favouring
vocabulary, grammar, and language skills over content and critical engagement (BMBWEF, 2024).

Notably, even the strongest-performing textbook, ETG4, included very few role-play activities,
despite their recognised value for promoting empathy and openness (e.g., Blell & Doff, 2014; Usener,
2016; Vali, 2017). Across all three textbooks, opportunities for empathising, comparing, and critically
reflecting—key elements of intercultural learning (Vali 2017)—were rare.

Discussion and Conclusion

This study has highlighted critical gaps between educational policy and textbook design, particularly
regarding the depth and breadth of intercultural engagement in EFL materials. While some activities
promote reflection and dialogue, most fall short of encouraging critical, empathetic, and nuanced
intercultural learning. Building on these insights, future research could apply the developed criteria
catalogue to EFL textbooks used in other educational systems and compare the respective findings
across contexts. Additional analyses are also needed to explore whether similar patterns emerge
when investigating textbooks from different educational levels or language subjects. Moreover, the
data suggest potential cross-dependencies and inter-relationships among the 21 criteria, indicating
that some may naturally cluster or co-occur in activity design—an insight that warrants closer
examination in follow-up studies.

While this study is situated within the Austrian and broader European educational context, the issues
it raises about the implementation of intercultural learning through textbook activities resonate with
global discussions in the field. Research from non-European and Global South contexts (e.g., Setyono
& Widodo, 2019; Song, 2013; Toledo-Sandoval, 2020) similarly highlights tensions between policy
goals and textbook realities, particularly in terms of fostering meaningful opportunities for learner
participation and intercultural reflection. Although a detailed comparative analysis lies beyond the
scope of this study, future research could explore how the findings presented here align with or
diverge from those emerging in other educational and socio-political settings. Such comparisons could
illuminate both universal challenges and context-specific dynamics in integrating intercultural learning

into language education, thereby contributing to a more inclusive and globally attuned understanding
of the field.

Interviews with textbook authors could shed light on the rationale behind the (non-)inclusion of certain
intercultural dimensions and provide insights into the development process of teaching materials.
However, since textbooks unfold their full educational potential through interactions between teachers
and learners (Martinez, 2011), investigating how they are actually used in the classroom remains
equally essential—and has been largely underexplored. Comparing textbook intentions, as articulated
in teacher guides, with actual classroom practice may reveal important discrepancies. This gap
between material design and pedagogical use constitutes a critical area for further research towards the
realisation of intercultural learning in contemporary EFL classrooms.

To address this, a follow-up case study is planned. Combining classroom observations, teacher inter-
views, and brief learner surveys, the study will adopt a mixed-methods approach and aims to generate
a more holistic understanding of how intercultural learning is enacted in practice and how educators
can be better supported in meeting this educational goal. These insights may inform both material
development and pre- and in-service teacher training initiatives.
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The findings underscore the need for comprehensive textbook revisions that support a stronger and
more holistic implementation of intercultural learning. The current materials often fail to acknowledge
learners’ cultural diversity, a shortcoming that can contribute to feelings of exclusion, non-belonging,
and cultural ignorance (Alter, 2020).

Notably, the weakest implementation of intercultural learning was found in the most recently published
textbook, raising concerns about the translation of educational policy into practice. This suggests that
the responsibility for realising certain dimensions of intercultural learning falls almost entirely on
individual teachers, without sufficient support provided by the materials themselves. Textbook authors
are therefore called upon to more consistently and deliberately integrate intercultural dimensions into
future materials.

Given the influential role of textbooks in language education, textbook analyses remain essential tools
for identifying shortcomings and opportunities for revision of the material. Studies of this kind can
contribute to the refinement of language education materials and ensure that they reflect the demands
of today’s diverse and globalised EFL classrooms. The criteria catalogue developed in this study may
also support teachers in evaluating the intercultural learning potential of their materials and in fostering
critical, empathetic, and engaged learners across educational contexts.
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