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Abstract

This article examines cultural activities in introductory Spanish college textbooks, their emphasis on the second
language culture(s) products, practices, and perspectives, and whether they foster cross-cultural comparisons and
reflection. The data indicates that most activities promote the personal expression of the learner’s cultural views of
products and practices, as well as the second language cultural factual information of products. Suggestions on how
to adapt cultural activities to include perspectives, cross-cultural comparisons, and reflection are provided.

Introduction

Although enroliments in Spanish college courses have fallen recently, over 80% of students studying
Spanish in US colleges and universities are enrolled in introductory courses, that is, first and second-year
courses (Goldberg, Looney & Lusin 2015, 25). The main objective of these courses is introducing the
language and culture(s) of the Spanish-speaking world, as introductory courses reflect the presence of a
linguistic and cultural general education requirements (Goldberg, Looney & Lusin 2015, 7). In fact, most
introductory textbooks highlight the acquisition of the second language (L2) and the development of the
L2 cultural awareness and competence as their main goals (Byrnes, 2012). Given that most college
students of Spanish learn about Spanish-speaking cultures in their first years of study, it is critical to know
the kinds of activities textbooks provide for students to be able to develop the L2 cultural awareness and
competence.

It has been claimed that textbooks should present a variety of activities to guide learners in their
development of the L2 cultural awareness and competence, and that those activities should focus on
products, practices, and perspectives (The National Standards Collaborative Board 2015), as well as
cross-cultural comparison and reflection (Dema & Moeller 2012; Ros i Solé 2003 among others). Products
are the aspects of the culture, a dish such as paella, while practices are the customs, traditions, or
conventions such as la sobremesa (the custom of sharing conversations at the table right after a meal
with family and friends over coffee or wine which can last hours). Perspectives are the attitudes and
beliefs of a product or practice that is reflected in the behavior, opinions, and convictions of the people of
a culture and help understand the product or practice. For instance, understanding that the purpose of la
sobremesa is to strengthen friend and family ties. In the same way that knowing grammar and vocabulary
alone is not equivalent to linguistic competence, knowing the objective aspects (products and practices)
of the L2 culture(s) does not equal cultural competence because perspectives are also needed to
appreciate the L2 culture(s) (Kramsch 2014).

This article examines the types of cultural activities in introductory Spanish college textbooks, their
emphasis on the L2 culture(s) products, practices, and perspectives, and whether they foster cross-
cultural comparisons and reflection. An analysis of the data indicate that most activities promote the
personal expression of the learner’s cultural views and immediate environment of products and practices,
as well as the L2 cultural factual information of products. Few activities foster cross-cultural comparison,
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reflection, and the connectedness between products, practices, and perspectives. Suggestions on how to
adapt cultural activities to include perspectives, cross-cultural comparison, and reflection are provided.

Cultural material and L2 textbooks

Learning an L2 cannot be separated from learning the culture of the target group of speakers (Kramsch
2014; Méndez Garcia 2005) and textbooks nowadays include culture as part of their contents. The
reasons are clear: the acquisition of culture enhances the learners’ knowledge of foreign communities,
familiarizes them with the behavioral patterns of the target societies, promotes attitudes of respect and
tolerance, fosters reflection upon one’'s culture, emphasizes the relative role of one's cultural
assumptions, and develops intercultural competence (Méndez Garcia 2005, 57). Since textbooks have
the potential to influence learners’ views and teachers’ lesson planning (Hatoss 2004; Snider 2005), they
need to provide cultural activities from the first day of class even if it has to be done in the L1 to start
(Bennett, Bennett & Allen 2003). Beginner linguistic competence cannot be confused with L2 culture(s)
knowledge because, in fact, learners are able to use other cognitive skills and previous knowledge to
carry out cross-cultural comparisons, reflect and find connections between cultural products, practices
and perspectives (Ros i Solé 2003, 144).

Few studies have addressed the inclusion of cultural products, practices and perspectives in textbooks
(Bateman & Mattos 2006; Young 1999). In fact, these studies indicate that most of the cultural content
primarily examines products, and to a lesser extent, practices, but does not address cultural perspectives
involving attitudes, values, and beliefs. Moreover, Bateman and Mattos (2006) indicate “merely studying
the practices and products of another culture without addressing the underlying perspectives yields only
superficial cultural understanding” (4). Learners need to have cultural activities that offer opportunities to
achieve the standards (The National Standards Collaborative Board 2015). This means demonstrating an
understanding of the relationship between the cultural practices and perspectives, the products and
perspectives, and the concept of culture through comparisons of the cultures studied and their own.

Beginning textbooks should introduce facts and have learners become acquainted with the target cultures
(Selami 2000). In fact, Jernigan and Moore (1997) have suggested starting with connections to the
familiar culture and gradually move to the unfamiliar L2 culture(s). Others have indicated that textbooks
should provoke divergent opinions, discussions about perspectives, attitudes, and values (Bennett,
Bennett & Allen 2003; Herman 2007; Ros i Solé 2003) that offer chances to reflect on the L1 culture while
learning the L2 culture(s) (Lafayette 2003). Textbooks should also provide opportunities to compare and
recognize similarities and differences between the learner’s culture(s) and the L2 culture(s) (Bateman &
Mattos 2006; Bennett, Bennett & Allen 2003; Jernigan & Moore 1997; Selami 2000). Few studies have
examined cultural activities in particular.

Method

This article examines the types of cultural activities found in frequently used beginning Spanish college
textbooks. The main research question is: Which types of cultural activities are found in introductory
Spanish college textbooks? Additionally, do activities emphasize the L2 culture(s) products, practices,
and/or perspectives? Do activities foster cross-cultural comparisons and reflection of the learner's own
cultural experiences and the L2 culture(s)?

Five major publishing houses in the United States were asked to supply their current best-selling
introductory textbooks. The corresponding food chapter in each of the textbooks [1] was analyzed
following Bateman and Mattos (2006) for its treatment of a single cultural theme. The topic of food was
chosen because it is commonly found in introductory textbooks, has a strong cultural appeal, reaches into
all aspects of life, and therefore has potential for all types of cultural activities examining products,
practices, and perspectives, comparisons among cultures, and reflection. First, publishers’ introductions
were read to identify the theoretical background. All textbooks mentioned the communicative approach
and a strong cultural component as their main objectives. Then, activities of cultural interest were
analyzed. Based on the literature recommendations and my own teaching experience, a coding was
developed to categorize the cultural activities by objective and learning aim (products, practices and/or
perspectives).



The coding has six types of objectives: 1. personalization of the learners’ culture or their immediate
cultural environment without any implied comparison to the L2 culture(s). 2. personalization of the
learners’ culture or their immediate cultural environment with implied comparison to the L2 culture, 3.
factual information about the L2 culture in the form of identification, matching or true/false questions, 4.
direct comparison between the learners’ and the L2 cultures(s), 5. reflection about the learners’ and/or the
L2 culture(s) (inclusion of question why), and 6. reflection about culture as a human phenomenon. These
objectives can refer to cultural products, practices and/or perspectives.

Findings and Discussion

The findings indicate that the textbooks offer some opportunities for the development of the L2 cultural
awareness and competence in the form of cross-cultural comparison and reflection activities. The most
frequent activities, however, emphasize products and practices of the learners’ culture, which is a
personalization of their immediate environment, and L2 culture factual information of products in the form
of identification, matching and true/false statements.

In these personalized activities, for example, learners need to complete and share, in Spanish, a list of
their food preferences or answer questions about their favorite Hispanic dishes. The purpose is purely
communicative to practice the linguistic structure and vocabulary while exchanging real information about
the learners’ personal tastes but they do not encourage the awareness and development of the L2
culture(s). Adding the question why? would allow learners to reflect on their own culture and immediate
environment (Galloway 2001), which is a first step towards developing this awareness. In the factual
information activities, for example, a common task is to indicate if a series of statements are true or false
according to a text. Other activities ask learners to fill in the blank to complete sentences, while others
ask learners to read a text and select the correct answer.

Many cross-cultural comparison activities are, in fact, the personalization of the learners’ cultural products
and practices or their immediate environment with an implied comparison to the L2 culture(s). Examples
include an activity about tipping in Hispanic countries where learners are to talk about tips in the United
States, which after reading about this practice in Hispanic countries suggests an implied comparison
without trying to understand the reasons behind it. Similarly, in a reading activity about coffee in Cuba,
learners are asked to talk about the role of coffee in their own culture, which after reading about Cuba’s
also suggests an implied comparison.

There are also direct comparison activities of products and practices between the learners’ culture(s) and
the L2 culture. Examples include naming differences between meal times in Hispanic countries and the
United States, or comparing Andean dishes with other dishes the learner is familiar with. There is one
activity where learners are to compare Caribbean food with food in other Hispanic areas, which asks
learners to observe differences among Spanish-speaking cultures. These types of cross-cultural
comparisons do not ask the learners to analyze the reasons for these products and practices, which may
leave learners with the wrong impression why these products and practices are just the same or different.
Learners are often aware of heterogeneity within their own culture but tend to view other cultures as
relatively homogeneous (Galloway 2001; Herman 2007). Learners should be encouraged to compare
their own culture(s) to the L2 culture(s), and make comparisons among the Spanish-speaking cultures
(Bateman & Mattos 2006).

There are few reflection activities. These activities allow learners to think about the reasons
(perspectives) behind the products and practices. For instance, after reading about coffee and coffee
plantations in Cuba as world heritage sites, learners are to respond why they think they are world heritage
sites and whether they know other world heritage sites. Another example is a reading about Cola-Cola in
Latin America (made with sugar) and the U.S. (made with high fructose). Learners are asked why they
think that is. These types of activities where learners reflect about culture(s) by thinking of reasons
(perspectives) behind cultural products and practices help them start developing the L2 cultural
awareness and competence.

With personalization and identification activities as the bulk of cultural activities, learners have few
opportunities to reflect about the products and practices and to understand the reasons behind them



(perspectives). Learners are not fully working towards reaching the standards just a superficial cultural
appreciation. Achieving the cultural standards means demonstrating an understanding of the relationship
between the practices and perspectives, and between the products and perspectives of the culture
studied. More activities, however, are designed at developing an understanding of the concept of culture
through comparisons of the cultures studied and their own. Most of these comparisons, however, are
about products and practices.

Suggestions

Although culture is recognized as a crucial component in L2 learning and teaching, cultural activities in
Spanish college textbooks are still majorly centered on products and practices, and the personalization of
the learners’ immediate environment. There are few opportunities for cross-cultural comparison and
reflection leaving culturally untrained instructors and their students with what is already in the textbook.
Instructors who wish to adapt cultural activities to achieve these goals should include a variety of activities
and, whenever possible, “ask why to show how products are only the tip of a culture’s iceberg and that
underneath the explicit product everything is connected and makes sense” (Galloway 2001, 21). In other
words show the connectedness between products, practices and perspectives.

As in any area of teaching, objectives need to be clearly defined, materials selected, and activities
created with multiple steps including an overview, discussion of the product and practice, comparison
between the learners’ culture(s) and the L2 culture(s), followed by a reflection. This can be done with a
provocative question that leads to discussion (Galloway, 2001, 26) or a cross-cultural comparison using
semantic maps or columns followed by creating hypotheses of reasons for similarities and differences
between the two semantic maps or columns (Gonzalez 2001, 75-82; Galloway 2001, 35). These kinds of
suggestions should be incorporated in textbook activities to give learners more opportunities to think and
reflect about the perspectives behind the products and practices and to make cross-cultural comparisons.
When textbooks go beyond activities on products and practices and include perspectives, cross-cultural
comparison, and reflection, they help learners develop their L2 cultural awareness and competence
(Bateman & Mattos 2006; Ros i Solé 2003).
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