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1. Introduction 

In today’s era, English is not jut a language but a necessity and also a part of our everyday lives. 

It is not just a subject or a barrier to learning but rather a window which will open up new 

challenges, new spaces and new lands both socio-culturally and intellectually. However, the 

concern amongst many teachers is on making English more approachable and friendly especially 

in places where English is considered to be “superior”.  Speaking of Mizoram context, the 

admiration for English must have stemmed during the British and during the Welsh Missionary 

era (around the nineteenth century A.D). Since Mizo people admired them, their language which 

is English is admired and still highly ‘looked up upon’ even today. This high admiration and 

thinking of English as a superior language creates an obstacle in learning the language. Students 

and even teachers fear the use of the language as they fear to make mistakes while using it. 

Although people who speak English are seen as highly educated, there is no scope of using the 

language in the state in day to day lives because unlike many North-eastern states, Mizo is the 

medium of communication and majority of the people use only Mizo for communication. Also, 

use of English in the streets would create a bad impression and even pass off as trying to “show 

off” or trying to act “western” or “modern”.  This “fear” or “alienation” of the language is found 

to be common in many other countries as well. Even Lin, Angel a teacher from Hong Kong has 

also expressed her concern as follows:   

“How do I help my students to turn English from an enemy to a friend, to make use of this 

medium to express, expand and, possibly, enrich their lives, to transform or hybridize 
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their current identities, to enter into a new world of possibilities as well as relationships 

with other cultures and people in the world?” (Lin, Angel: 2010. PP, 23) 

The other concern and challenge in English Language Teaching (ELT) is on making the 

textbooks less imperialistic which will not undermine the indigenous culture. “In language 

teaching, cultural imperialism includes the transmission of ideas about the culture of English-

speaking countries occurring via textbooks, the choice of content etc. and entails the presentation 

of certain cultural stereotypes and values as universal and superior, while others as inferior either 

by omission or direct presentation.” (Reza and Elham: 2012) 

In the light of the above mentioned concerns and challenges, this paper analysed Mizoram Board 

of School Education (MBSE) English textbook in order to see how culture is portrayed, its 

sensitivity towards different cultures, its portrayal of home culture and target culture, its 

relevance and connection to everyday life and activities and also the scope the exercises in the 

texts provide to the learner. 

2. Theoretical Framework 

2.1 What is culture?  

It may be difficult to define culture because different people have different perception on what 

culture is. However, for the purpose of the paper, I would like to say that “culture” is not 

something static or some idealized form of identity or activity which is far removed from reality. 

It is rather dynamic, true to life, influenced by the social, political and economic situations. It is 

ever changing and it is influenced by the environment and it is embedded in context. “It cannot 

be reduced to holidays, foods, or dances, although these are of course elements of culture.” 

Culture is more complex and intricate and it does not occur in isolation. Viewing culture as 

“indispensable attributes that must be shared by all people within a particular group springs from 

a romanticized and uncritical understanding of culture”. (Nieto, Sonia: 2010, pp. 9)  

Culture is rather “the ever-changing values, traditions, social and political relationships, and 

worldview created, shared and transformed by a group of people bound together by a 
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combination of factors that can include a common history, geographic location, language, social 

class, and religion”.  (Nieto, Sonia: 2010, pp. 136) 

2.2 Culture, Language and Reading 

According to Schema theory model, “background knowledge” plays a pivotal role in language 

comprehension and that the text provides only “directions” for readers on how to “retrieve or 

construct meaning” from their “previously acquired knowledge”. This previously acquired 

knowledge is the “background knowledge” or schemata. (Carrell and Eisterhold: 1983).   

Reading is an active process where the reader is constantly involved in creating meaning out of 

the text. This creation of “meaning” takes place with the help of the readers’ prior background 

knowledge or schemata. Reading is not only a bottom-up process but also a top-down process 

which means that the reader is involved in not only deciphering the words and content but also 

creating the meaning of the text using his/her own background knowledge or schemata. Nutall, C 

(1982) explains that reading is a process where the reader, the writer and the text meet in a 

common platform and interact with one another in an area of “shared assumption” and this 

interaction does not occur in a vacuum but it rather requires the interaction of shared background 

knowledge, same codes and certain assumptions of the world. This means that reading is a 

communicative process where the writer conveys meaning through the text but with the active 

involvement of the reader. The reader plays an active role in the “meaning making process” and 

since each reader would differ in their background knowledge, subject matter, vocabulary and 

intellectuality, their route to the understanding of the text may vary. For some readers, it would 

not be difficult to arrive at some meaning out of the text but some readers may take a longer 

route. As Smith, Frank (2004) has noted, reading is an active process and while reading or 

“while making sense of the world, we fall back upon our own theories of the world which means 

that we interpret the world in the light of our own theories. We perceive the world according to 

our own theory and understanding. Our theories of the world also contain and can construct 

schemes (occasionally schemata or schemas) which are “general patterns or irregularities that 

occur in our experience.” (pp.21) 
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 2.2.1 Implications for ESL17 and EFL18 reading  

Carrell and Eisterhold (1983) explains that the role of background knowledge in reading has 

implications for ESL and EFL readers because their background knowledge is often “culture 

specific” and this may often lead in failure to understand foreign textbooks. It is noted that 

failure of reading comprehension may be due to several reasons like linguistic problems and 

also, “failure to access the appropriate content schemata” during reading is one of the major 

problems. Texts which carry specific social-cultural meaning, religious meanings, and culture 

specific values may often create conflict in a students’ understanding and may often lead to 

incomprehensibility. For example:  

The first ball is just outside off-stump, and Mohammad Shahzad leaves it alone. The 

second is wider. Shahzad thick-edges it for six over third man. The third ball is short and 

wide, and Shahzad slashes it for four. The fifth ball is left alone. The seventh, ninth and 

11th balls all disappear for six. After two overs, Afghanistan are 33 without loss, and 

South Africa are in the midst of another waking nightmare. (The Telegraph. 21 March, 

2016) 

The above extract is from a newspaper. In order to comprehend the material and fully grasp the 

meaning out of it, one needs background knowledge about cricket without which comprehension 

of the text might be difficult or not possible.  

Since, the aim of reading in ESL and EFL classrooms is to reduce the reading difficulties, one 

need to start from minimizing cultural conflicts and inferences in the texts. This would require 

developing materials with “local settings and specialized low-frequency vocabulary”. In addition 

to text control or instead of text control, one also needs to focus on the classroom reading and 

helping the learners become strategic while dealing with texts. Teachers need to help the learners 

become more strategic in their reading and teach activities like “brainstorming” which would 

activate their previous knowledge about the topic.  

                                                             
17 English as a second language 
18 English as a foreign language 
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Teachers can also help readers by using different pre-reading activities, during reading and post-

reading activities which would activate the appropriate schemata required for the reading. 

Reading is informative and it would also require construction of new schemata by integrating 

new information from the texts. Therefore, other than the texts, the teachers need to help the 

learners in dealing strategically with the text. Making them activate their prior knowledge, help 

in predicting information and prevent mismatch in cultural interpretations that can occur while 

reading. 

 As previously mentioned, there are several problems which can cause incomprehension; it can 

be due to insufficient decoding skills, insufficient vocabulary, inadequate reading strategies and 

many more. However, this paper would like to focus on how cultural misinterpretations and 

failure to comprehend cultural texts can occur in a text due to choice of vocabulary, content, 

theme and analyse a textbook from the perspective of schema theory model in reading. 

3. Methodology  

3.1 Design  

The study is qualitative in nature and it will try to portray the “in-depth” knowledge on how 

culture is manifested through words, content and theme in a text book.  

There are specific words which pertain to a specific culture and one may need to agree with 

Sapir-Whorf’s hypothesis which argues that there is a connection between language and culture 

and the way we view the world depends upon our language and vice versa. Culture and language 

are linked together which implies that while learning a new language, or a foreign language, 

certain understanding of the target culture is required. Also, it implies that ESL or EFL learners 

need to be both bilingual and bi-culture. In order to create such plurality amongst the learners 

one needs to be careful in the textbooks that are presented to the learners and also in the teaching 

practice that is practiced inside the classrooms. This paper however focused only on the 

textbooks and tried to answer the following questions:  
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 What are the aims and the objectives of MBSE19 English textbook? 

 How is culture portrayed in the textbook? 

 Is there any difference in the way home culture and target culture is portrayed?  

 How sensitive is the textbook towards different cultures? 

 Can the textbook lead to any cultural misunderstanding or misinterpretation? 

 Do the activities in the textbook give scope for cultural and critical interpretations? 

3.2 Textbook selection:  

Class IX Textbook, Essential English: a multi-skill language course, OUP 2016 was analysed 

for the purpose of the study.  

Essential English course is for class IX and X standard and it comprises three sets: A course 

book, a workbook and literature reader. Due to time limitation, only standard IX literature reader 

was analysed.  

4. Results and Discussion 

Class IX MBSE English literature reader is chosen for the purpose of the study. The text 

consisted of six narratives, two dramas and two poems. The stories are varied and include 

different range of interests and topics which is situated in different locations and different 

settings. The textbook in its foreword lay out the design and aim. It is written that the reader is 

designed according to the National Curriculum Framework (NCF) 2005 which provides the 

framework for guiding syllabi, textbooks and teaching practices for the entire school system in 

India and it is developed to foster and connect the child’s knowledge to life outside school which 

will in turn enhance the child’s problem solving skills in day-to-day life.  

                                                             
19 Mizoram Board of School Education  
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After analysing the literature reader, certain words were picked which had strong cultural 

connections. 

4.1 Words  

Certain words were listed down which had strong cultural connections:  

Foreign culture: 

a) Buick, Mortgage, Cigar, Chauffeur, Station Wagon (chapter 1) 

b) Brandy, matinee, shilling, (chapter 2)  

c) Pork pie, sergeant, bread, stone bottle (chapter 3) 

Home culture: 

a) Lucky ticket (instead of using the word lottery) (chapter 1)  

b) Christmas eve, graveyard, tombstone, church  (chapter 2) 

c) Morning hill, marbles (playing with marble is a popular cultural game) (chapter 3)  

d) Chief (chapter 6) 

Words like Chauffeur, mortgage, shilling has a strong cultural connection with the western or 

target world. In order to understand the story, one would need to reconstruct their schema 

and understand these words in the cultural context. On the other hand, words like “Chief” 

needs to be understood from the home cultural perspective. In olden Mizo days, there were 

“Chiefs” who were like the kings or the rulers of the place. This cultural schema or 

knowledge is required to understand the text Rimenhawihi, Chapter 6, and without the 

cultural understanding of the Mizo culture where “Chiefs” were the head of every province, 

the real meaning of the tale may not emerge. The way the texts displayed the scenery in 

chapter 3 could be related with the scenery of Mizoram. The chirping birds, the fresh 

morning air, the morning hill are some imagery which could be linked with the students’ 
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cultural and daily understandings. However, phrases like “poor peasant” in chapter 7 might 

have a negative connotation because it links “poor” with “peasant” which from the point of 

view of Mizos especially for students living in the rural area might be disturbing. Mizoram is 

a state where people want to be equal in all aspects and due to certain institutions like church 

and Y.M.A, there is equality on the surface level even though there might be layers of 

inequality deep within. By linking such words, one would give the impression that 

“peasants” in the rural area are “poor” and being a peasant is not desirable because they are 

“poor”.  

4.2 Presentation of culture 

The book covered varied interests and topics. There are few notable things about the book which 

are: 

a) Values 

 The values presented by the stories are not alien to the home cultural or religious values 

of the place. Chapter one presents the value of “honesty” over “wealth” and the exercise 

at the end of the chapter provides scope for critical discussion. The question is: What, 

according to you, is more important in life- wealth or honesty? Chapter three is about 

helping a convict in need which might even stem differing opinions but the exercises in 

the end gave scope for discussion of “morality” and ethics. Chapter four would highly 

appeal to animal lovers and to people who still hunt or do jhoom cultivation. The story of 

Michael an angel who was sent to earth as a punishment also represents the religion 

specific beliefs of the students.  

b) Inclusion of Folk Tale of Mizoram 

Chapter 6, Rimehawihi is an adaptation of a folk tale of Mizoram. One can argue that 

inclusion of such stories in English would help break the barrier which makes one 

perceive English as very “foreign” or “esteemed” than the home culture.  

c) Representation of different countries 
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The stories are sited in different countries: New York, India (Mysore), Oxford, India 

(Mizoram), Russia and India (Hyderabad).  

d) Connection of text with child’s outside life 

The settings of the stories are such that it would be easier for students to connect with 

their real lives. Instead of depicting life in the plains, or in the beach, or an island or near 

a sea, the authors chose hill stations which would be easier to understand and connect 

with as Mizoram is a hilly area. Descriptions like “morning hill air felt good and smelt 

cool, clean and fresh, the birds were chirping in the row of trees” (in chapter 2) can be 

vividly imagined as one reads along. 

As previously mentioned, if we aim at creating bilingual students, it is also required that they are 

bicultural or multicultural which means that learners will need to be more aware of their own 

culture, accept their own culture and at the same time be sensitive towards other cultures as well. 

Since learning a language requires some knowledge of the target culture, one needs to be 

cautious in the choice of words, content, values presented in textbooks and also in the teaching 

method. In order to break the barrier that divides the two cultures, one need to be able to think in 

both the cultures and be a hybrid as Lin, Angel had expressed. Lin, Angel (2010) is aware of the 

cultural differences between herself as a Hong Kong Chinese when she went to America. She is 

aware that her accent, her looks, her background, culture is different but instead of assimilating 

to the target culture, or carrying her own cultural “baggage”, she proclaims “I am like you, but 

I’m not really you or: No I am not you, but I am like you”. (pp. 123) Such kinds of proclamation 

can happen only when one is culturally sensitive enough towards both cultures.  

“Everyone has a culture because all people participate in the world through social and political 

relationships informed by history as well as by race, ethnicity, language, social class, sexual 

orientation, gender and other circumstances related to identity and experience.” (Nieto, Sonia: 

2010) 

5 Conclusion 
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Textbooks can be a source of learning about different cultures and it is also a source of learning a 

new language. In order to learn from texts, one needs some schema or prior background 

knowledge and these are often in the form of culture specific knowledge. When we say culture, it 

can be varied and it is not confined to food, festivals, and dances but to everyday life, values, 

traditions, beliefs, socio-economic conditions of people. Therefore, textbooks must be sensitive 

towards different cultures and it should try to balance its perspective while portraying home and 

target culture without being biased towards any. It should also try to understand the socio-

economic situation of the learners and try to include the interest of all the learners. It must also 

help promoting a bicultural, bilingual identity which would not look upon the target language as 

something which is totally “alien” from the students’ daily lives. It should rather foster an 

interest and help in connecting the child’s life skills and knowledge with the content. Lastly, one 

cannot undermine the importance of teachers who will help in creating a cultural understanding 

of the texts and also in helping learners become sensitive towards different culture.  
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