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9

Introduction: Cultural Content and Foreign Language 
Instructional Materials
While there is a general consensus that culture plays a central role in language 
teaching and learning, there seems to be no agreement on how to integrate cul-
tural content into the curriculum and what cultural content to include at a time 
when cultural, economic, and linguistic globalization challenges static cultural 
models (Weninger & Kiss, 2013, p. 694). The scope of foreign language (FL) edu-
cation has moved beyond language proficiency and an understanding of culture as 
a discrete object of study to a “transnational or global/local approach, focusing on 
cultural complexity and hybridity” (Risager, 2011, p. 485). The goals of FL educa-
tion now include “global cultural consciousness” (Kumaravadivelu, 2008, p. 164), 
“intercultural citizenship” (Byram, 2008, p. 157; 2011, pp. 11–12), “critical cit-
izenship” (Guilherme, 2002, pp. 50–51), and “intercultural competence of the 
world citizen” (Risager, 2007, p. 222)—goals to be achieved through a critically 
oriented pedagogy aimed at developing politically conscious and engaged citizens. 
Culture itself is a difficult term to define as various meanings are associated with 
it. The proficiency guidelines of the American Council on the Teaching of Foreign 
Languages (ACTFL, 2012) conceptualize culture as the study of practices, prod-
ucts, and perspectives (the PPP model), a model closely associated to the idea of a 
national paradigm and a “normative and essentialist thinking” of culture (Kubota, 
2004b, p. 35). More recently, scholars have embraced a postmodernist and discur-
sive construction of culture in which “descriptions and stories about others are 
always social and cultural constructions produced from a particular perspective 
and under specific historical and social circumstances” (Risager & Chapelle, 2013, 
p. 1621).

Chapter 1
What’s in a Book? Foreign Language Textual 
Contents (and Discontents)

Chiara Fabbian, University of Illinois at Chicago
Alessia Valfredini, Fordham University
Emanuela Zanotti Carney, University of Illinois at Chicago
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10� Fabbian, Valfredini & Carney

The academic discussion on how language teaching material should address 
culture, as well as what constitutes culture, is reflected in the growing number 
of studies that examine FL textbooks in an effort to verify “whether commercially 
produced language textbooks […] are designed along principles that promote 
intercultural awareness and reflective thinking” (Weninger & Kiss, 2015, p. 51) 
and connect “teachers and materials developers to the academic discussion of 
culture teaching” (Chapelle, 2016, p. 2).1 In view of the critical role textbooks 
play in institutionalizing certain views of the world as representational samples 
of objective truths (Meyer & Rosenblatt, 1987, p. 247), scholarly literature has 
examined textbooks’ representations of the world, raising questions on what 
views of society and culture they reflect and whose voices they silence. Language 
coursebooks, far from being value-free, are “highly polyphonic” cultural 
constructs—an “authorized cosmogony”—whose cultural representation is 
shaped by dominant discourses, commercial interests, pedagogical trends, ethical 
concerns (Canale, 2016, p. 226), and larger political issues.2 Thornbury (2010) 
points out that publishers, concerned with issues of marketability, avoid potentially 
controversial topics and follow the “no politics, alcohol, religion, sex, narcotics, 
isms, or pork” set of rules (PARSNIP). In discussing gender representations, 
Gray (2002, 2013) concludes that inclusivity (a nonsexist approach to gender 
representation) and inappropriacy (elimination of culturally sensitive topics) 
are two self-imposed guidelines in writing textbook content and, as a result, 
coursebooks tend to resemble each other in terms of design and content. Brown 
(1990) notes that coursebooks for English as an International Language (EIL) 
adopt a “cosmopolitan” language that “assumes a materialistic set of values in 
which international travel, not being bored, positively being entertained, having 
leisure, and above all spending money casually … are the norm” (p. 13). Similarly, 
in her study of Spanish language textbooks, Herman (2007) observes that  
“[t]he implicit raison d’etre of language education … remains teaching students 
how to travel and shop in exotic vacation destinations” (p. 131), while Smith 
(2009) points out the “thinly veiled consumerism” of language textbooks that 
encourages learners to become participants in “the market” (p. 243). Publishers 
refer to content limited to uncontroversial topics as “aspirational” (Gray, 2002, 
p. 161). Similarly, Canale argues that FL textbook discourse allows for “the 
presentation of cultural ‘facts’ which do not require much investment from the 

1 On the role played by textbooks in transmitting social ideologies, see Sadker and Zittleman (2007), 
Simon (1992), Apple (1982), Apple and Beyer (1983), Meyer and Rosenblatt (1987), and Norton and 
Toohey (2004). For a critical review of the literature on FL textbook analysis, see Risager (2018, pp. 
32–59), Chapelle (2016), Weninger and Kiss (2015), Canale (2016), Guerretaz and Johnston (2013), 
Gray (2013), Benesch (2001), Canagarajah (1999), Corson (2001), Kramsch (1993), Norton (2000), 
and Toohey (2000).
2 On hidden curricula, see Snyder (1970) and Apple (1982).
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learner and … apolitical comparisons between ‘our’ culture and ‘their’ culture” 
(Canale, 2016, p. 239). Muirhead (2009) and Kubota (2004a) point out that 
content exclusions and misrepresentations make statements that pertain to the 
reality of the learner and his or her value.3 A sanitized curriculum that excludes 
difficult, dark, or painful knowledge affects learners who belong to groups that 
are invisible or misportrayed for their socioeconomic status, ethnicity, race, 
religion, ability, age, gender, or sexual orientation and deprives all students of 
opportunities to relate to others as ethical subjects (Becker, 2014; Britzman, 
2000; Ennser-Kananen, 2016; Zipin, 2009).4 Critiquing textbook analysis 
focused exclusively on identity politics, Bori (2018) is concerned with cultural 
representations that fail to address the “redistribution paradigm,” that is to say, 
the relationship between textbooks, social class, and political economy (p. 42). 
Sanitized narratives in language coursebooks represent socially constructed and 
value-loaded relationships as natural and give legitimacy to dominant groups 
(Sleeter & Grant, 2011).5 If FL learning becomes only “a means of imaginative 
voyaging” (Carroll, Motha, & Price, 2008, p. 172) that provides access to an 
imagined community, it might unwittingly socialize students into compliance 
with dominant norms and prescribed notions of their imagined communities and 
regimes of truth.6 Rejecting the instrumentalist approach to education critiqued 
by Freire (2005) and Macedo (1994), Gadd (1998), Byram (2008), and Bori (2018), 
among others, argue for the need to focus not only on language but also on 
the inner lives of learners and their moral responsibilities in the world. In this 
holistic approach, the political, social, moral, and spiritual concerns of learners 
become a central component of a language education whose objectives “are not 
limited to linguistic factors alone, but also include developing the art of critical 
thinking” (Brown, 2004, p. 25) and reflexivity (Kumaravadivelu, 2008).

3 Kubota (2004a) contrasts the concept of liberal multiculturalism, which tends to obscure issues of 
power and privilege, with critical multicultural education, which “aims for social transformation by 
seeking social justice” (p. 37).
4 Britzman (2000) theorized difficult knowledge as “a knowledge of the working through of the 
defense and the resistance to reorganizing one’s ego boundaries in such a way that the original 
defense against encountering the other is not reenacted” (p. 42). Moll, Amanti, Neff, and Gonzalez 
(1992) make a case for incorporating knowledge from traditionally marginalized groups. Becker 
(2014) and Zipin (2009) build on the construct of funds of knowledge, “historically accumulated and 
culturally developed bodies of knowledge and skills essential for household or individual functioning 
and well-being” (Moll et al., 1992, p. 133).
5 On the responsibility to think ethically about representations, see Kidd (2016, p. 2).
6 Foucault (1980) asserts that images, beliefs, and practices inscribed upon individual consciousness 
become normalized regimes of truths that encourage compliance with socially constructed values. 
For imagined communities (inaccessible groups to which an individual desires to belong, where 
such a desire shapes a person’s agency and identity), see Norton (2000, 2001), Wenger (1998), and 
Anderson (1991).
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12� Fabbian, Valfredini & Carney

Theoretical Perspectives on Discourse and Representation
FL textbooks constitute “one of the many domains of discourse implicated in 
the representation of culture in teaching and learning practices” (Canale, 2016, 
p. 227). As primary sources of classroom representations of language speakers 
and their cultures (Azimova & Johnston, 2012, p. 337), FL textbooks are nor-
mative and normsetting (Canale, 2016; Kramsch, 1987) as their discourse crys-
tallizes legitimized types of knowledge and authorized values (Apple, 1992). As 
Risager (2018) suggests, FL coursebooks offer students “perspectival” represen-
tations of the world and a specific type of knowledge that is “socially situated and 
embedded in discourses, always seen and represented from somewhere and by 
some people with specific life histories, experiences and power positions” (p. 2). 
As mediators of cultural representations, textbooks “circulate and generate iden-
tities, teaching us about what other people are like,” simultaneously reinforcing 
appropriate rules of conduct for us and framing “how others see us” (Kidd, 2016, 
p. 11). Risager (2018) argues that the knowledge dimension is important when 
analyzing representations of the world, for “it does matter what image of the 
world the learning materials present to us as readers and users” (p. 4). Caution-
ing against critical studies of language textbooks that posit learners as passive 
receptors of knowledge, Weninger and Kiss (2013) and Canale (2016) invite us 
to take into account learners’ active role in meaning-making as they appropriate 
or contest textbooks’ representations. However, as Canale (2016) argues, text-
books offer a guided semiosis where readers may not have the means/power to 
contest authorized discourse (p. 226). Similarly, while acknowledging the rele-
vance of both the intentional and the constructionist approach to representation 
as discussed by Stuart Hall (1997), Risager (2018) maintains that the reflective 
approach to representation remains “the basic one” to adopt when analyzing 
textbook content (p. 6).

Theoretical Framework for the Study and Methodology
Building on scholarly contributions to FL textbook analysis as well as Musumeci 
and Aski’s (2010) review of the integration of culture in first-year Italian text-
books, we conduct a content analysis (Canale, 2016; Weninger & Kiss, 2015) of 
first-year Italian language textbooks. Seeking to connect scholarly discussion to 
situated practices of teaching and learning, and drawing on Canale (2016), we 
address the following research question: How do first-year Italian language text-
books represent, explicitly and implicitly, socioeconomic status, race, ethnicity, 
gender, sexuality, age, and ability?

Based on our findings, we offer suggestions for designing materials that 
respond to calls for a socially engaged language classroom. Finally, we call for all 
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What’s in a Book? Foreign Language Textual Contents (and Discontents)� 13

stakeholders to present culture as discursively constructed (Canale, 2016; Kubota, 
2004b) and integrate issues of inclusion/exclusion and modes of representation 
of different groups into instructional material. In alignment with Risager’s 
foregrounding of knowledge as “modernism in postmodernism,” we adopt a 
reflective approach to representation (Risager, 2018, p. 4). Seeking to reconcile 
the redistribution and recognition paradigms identified by critical theorist Nancy 
Fraser (2003), this study broadens the focus of analysis to include not only issues 
of identity and recognition but also of economic inequality.7 For the purpose of 
our study, we embrace Canale’s (2016) flexible conceptualization of culture as 
the accumulation of “products, places … perspectives … historical facts” and 
as a “dynamic process” that forges identities and is situated in texts, exercises, 
tasks and visuals, “culture boxes,” and “culture sections” more or less explicitly 
associated with the teaching of culture (p. 227).

Selection and Description of Materials
We address the research question by analyzing the representation of socioeco-
nomic status, race, ethnicity, gender, sexuality, age, and ability in textbook chap-
ters dedicated to the topics of work and family. These topics are widely found in 
Italian language textbooks, and their analysis is especially relevant, given the cen-
tral role played by the family in Italian society and the impact of the recent eco-
nomic crisis, migration, and globalization on Italian society. Furthermore, these 
two dimensions of life are apt objects of study from the redistribution and identity 
recognition perspectives.

We focus on the beginner level because the majority of students of Italian ori-
gin are enrolled at this level of instruction and this is when most learners become 
first acquainted with a textbook representation of Italian culture. We analyze text-
books produced by North American publishers for a North American market of adult 
learners, designed for first-year Italian language and culture courses, and widely 
adopted in American institutions of higher learning.8 We selected different pub-
lishers and authors to reflect a diverse spectrum of ideologies and chose the most 
recent edition of each textbook when more than one was available.9 Five first-year 

7 According to Nancy Fraser (2003), the redistribution paradigm addresses socioeconomic inequalities 
that cause discrimination, while the recognition paradigm views injustices as “cultural” and tackles 
issues of inequality by proposing greater inclusion of marginalized groups. Fraser maintains that the 
two paradigms should be integrated into a comprehensive framework (p. 9).
8 Since publishing houses do not make these statistics available, we relied on consultations with 
representatives from the publishing industry and colleagues from the community of teachers of 
Italian in U.S. colleges to determine which coursebooks are more widely adopted.
9 Since this is not a diachronic study, we did not make comparisons between the last edition of a 
textbook and the first.
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14� Fabbian, Valfredini & Carney

college textbooks published in the United States between 2014 and 2016, identified 
in this study as textbooks A, B, C, D, and E, fit the criteria listed earlier.10

The thematic clusters included in the five textbooks were comparable overall 
(entertainment, food, health, housing, etc.) and reflected practices that are wide-
spread in first-year textbooks; however, textbook D also included a chapter on mul-
tiethnic Italy, migrations, globalization, and the new economies. Each textbook 
treated the topics of work and family in two separate chapters. We limited our 
study to the textbook, including audiovisual material transcribed in the textbook 
and pedagogical suggestions for teachers annotated in the instructor’s edition. We 
did not examine ancillary material such as workbooks and online resources.

Data Analysis
In order to address the research question, the authors analyzed the chapters on 
work and family in each of the five textbooks selected using a qualitative approach. 
Qualitative data analysis has the potential to be “more revealing and explanatory” 
(Canale, 2016, p. 228) when investigating cultural representations embedded in the 
textbooks because it acknowledges the kind of variability across units of analysis that 
prevents strict quantitative comparisons and allows the coding of units of variable 
size, opening up possibilities to engage with complexity (Weninger & Kiss, 2015).

Given that cultural products, perspectives, and facts are embedded throughout 
a textbook in a variety of audiovisual and written modalities, we chose chapter sec-
tions as unit of analysis. We define chapter sections as dialogues, language activities, 
readings, lexical lists, vignettes, visuals, and annotated suggestions on the instruc-
tors’ edition—materials that either explicitly deliver cultural content or indirectly 
embed a worldview within the overt aim of language learning.11 We qualitatively 
coded each chapter section according to analytical theme codes developed by Sadker 
and Zittleman (2007) in their study of gender bias in the classroom, a flexible model 
of inquiry that is particularly suited to the analysis of issues of representation and 
redistribution in textbook discourse. Table 1.1 illustrates the codebook we developed 
to attribute Sadker and Zittleman’s (2007) theme codes to the corpus analyzed.

To ensure reliability of the coding process, the three authors independently 
analyzed, coded, and commented on the chapter related to work in textbook B 

10 The books we analyzed are: Aski, J., & Musumeci, D. (2014). Avanti! Beginning Italian (4th ed.); 
Branciforte, S., DiFabio, E., & Miele, G. M. (2016). Parliamo Italiano (5th ed.); Italiano, F., & 
Marchegiani, I. (2015). Percorsi: L’Italia attraverso la lingua e la cultura (3rd ed.); Melucci, D., & 
Tognozzi, E. (2015). Piazza; and Cozzarelli, J. M. (2016). Sentieri: Attraverso l’Italia contemporanea 
(2nd ed.). The book titles are replaced by letters as the purpose of this study is not to evaluate the 
quality of specific textbooks (Chapelle, 2016), rather it is to determine in what measure language 
textbooks assist FL teachers “in moving towards critical teaching and learning in their classrooms” 
(Herman, 2007, p. 121).
11 Two textbooks included chapter sections unrelated to the thematic clusters of family and work; 
for example, one textbook included a section on Italian cities. Those sections were not included in 
the data.
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Table 1.1 Operationalization of Codes of Analysis

Codes of  
Analysis Definition

Criteria to Determine 
Presence or Absence of the 
Theme in the Unit of Analysis

Null curriculum Curricular omissions of 
groups that may translate 
into implications about those 
groups’ value

For at least three of the following 
categories, there is no evidence 
of diversity in the chapter section: 
socioeconomic status, race, 
ethnicity, gender, sexuality, age, 
and ability

Stereotyping Assigning preconceived 
characteristics to all members 
of a group denying individual 
differences

Cultural content perpetuates 
stereotypes related to certain 
groups on the basis of their 
socioeconomic status, race, 
ethnicity, gender, sexuality, age, 
and ability

Imbalance and 
selectivity

Presentation of issues and events 
from only one point of view, 
sometimes to avoid controversy

An issue or an event is presented 
without offering alternative 
perspectives

Unreality Controversial events are 
dismissed, glossed over, or 
sanitized to avoid offending 
potential customers

Issues of equality and inclusiveness 
as pertaining to socioeconomic 
status, race, ethnicity, gender, 
sexuality, age, and ability are either 
dismissed or glossed over

Fragmentation or 
isolation

Presentation of minorities’ 
contributions and equality/social 
justice issues in a separate insert 
of the textbook

Issues of equality/social justice as 
pertaining to socioeconomic status, 
race, ethnicity, gender, sexuality, 
age, and ability are presented as 
separate from the mainstream 
discussion, and marginalized in a 
dedicated section

Linguistic bias Linguistic asymmetries that reflect 
gender stereotyping and social 
discrimination

Lexical lists or a language activity 
offers a prejudicial representation 
of socioeconomic status, race, 
ethnicity, gender, sexuality, age, 
and ability

Cosmetic bias Inclusion of elements (such as 
pictures) to create an illusion 
that particular materials are free 
of bias, when a more attentive 
analysis reveals that they are not

The textbook includes groups 
that are marginalized on the basis 
of socioeconomic status, race, 
ethnicity, gender, sexuality, age, and 
ability but does not provide details 
about those groups beyond eye-
catching elements such as covers, 
pictures, photos, exotic names, 
and so on

Note: The codes of analysis and their definition are based on Sadker and Zittleman (2007).
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16� Fabbian, Valfredini & Carney

and the chapter on family in textbook A. Once this preliminary analysis was com-
pleted, the authors compared their results to establish that there was a shared 
understanding of the Sadker and Zittleman (2007) codes, discussing any differ-
ence in application extensively. Coder 1 then proceeded to code the remaining 
chapter sections in textbooks A, B, C, D, and E, taking extensive notes during the 
coding process. Coders 2 and 3 systematically reviewed Coder 1’s notes and codes 
to increase reliability of the coding procedure and to verify agreement in interpre-
tation. All findings were thoroughly discussed.

In order to apply theme codes to chapter sections, we considered both the 
numeric visibility of traits related to diversity (socioeconomic status, race, ethnic-
ity, gender, sexuality, age, and ability) and the qualitative nature (the connotations) 
of such (in)visibility. We first tallied the theme codes to get a sense of their overall 
frequency in the chapters under consideration. Second, we reexamined each coded 
section to identify potential recurrent traits (e.g., which groups were consistently 
ignored and what kinds of stereotypes emerged). Even though there is a countable 
aspect to this study, our analysis is strictly qualitative in its essence.

There were many reasons for choosing a qualitative approach. Chapter sec-
tions varied in format and length. It was not unusual for the same unit of analysis 
to receive multiple codes. Furthermore, a qualitative approach allowed us to eval-
uate results case by case. For example, a quantitative approach to the code null 
curriculum can provide us with the data to assess its overall pervasiveness or lack 
thereof in the units analyzed (a single occurrence of the code would be irrelevant if 
other chapter sections included representations of diversity). By contrast, chapter 
sections that received the code unreality were numerically less frequent than those 
coded null curriculum. However, a qualitative analysis of those sections allowed us 
to more accurately weigh the potential impact of their cultural representations.

Analysis and Findings
As Table 1.2 shows, across the five textbooks, roughly 62% of the units of analysis 
in the family chapter and 47% of the units of analysis in the chapter related to 
work received at least one code.

In the five textbooks, cultural content is intended overall as the springboard 
to language learning. Powerful (though at times implicit) statements on culture, 
social groups, and values extend beyond cultural sections through images, lexical 
and grammatical choices, and tasks. Although publishers and authors made efforts 

Table 1.2 Number of Chapter Sections That Received  
at Least One Code

Textbook Chapter N Received Code % Received Code

Work chapter 130 61 46.92

Family chapter 109 79 62.20
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to offer non-stereotypical cultural content, our findings reveal that textbooks (see 
Table 1.3) (a) deny visibility, under-represent, or portray as marginal the reali-
ties of certain nondominant groups; (b) perpetuate dominant views of family and 
gender roles by presenting them as the norm, while often setting nonnormative 
models in an unrealistic, tension-free environment; (c) tend to trivialize complex 
cultural topics and ignore controversial issues; and (d) make implicit assumptions 
about students’ lived experiences that ignore the power dynamics between differ-
ent groups and limit learners’ participation.

In the course of our analysis, there emerged a pattern of overlapping among 
the codes of unreality, stereotyping, and fragmentation and isolation. We there-
fore group these codes together when presenting results and findings and point 
out less pervasive overlaps in our discussion.

Null Curriculum
Null curriculum was the most pervasive among the codes utilized (23% of the 
code applications in work chapters and 29% in the family chapters). A system-
atic scrutiny of the units on family and professions in the five textbooks reveals 
a prevalently heteronormative, White world, dominated by able-bodied, middle/
upper-class nuclear families. Sexual behaviors and identities other than hetero-
sexual and cisgender are invisible; heteronormativity is paralleled by the lack 
of representation of disabilities. Elderly people (except grandparents), names 
nontraditionally associated with Italians, racial diversity, and lower socioeco-
nomic strata are sporadically represented. The majority of the images represent 
White people in their 20s and 30s. While textbooks A, C, D, and E mostly con-
fine depictions of racial and ethnic diversity to illustrations rather than photos 
of real people, references to race and ethnicity in the two units are scarce.12 

12 Two occurrences of Arabic names in textbook A and one Slavic name in textbook C.

Table 1.3 Relative Frequency of Each Code

 Chapter

Code Work Family

Null curriculum 23.21% 28.77%

Stereotyping 22.32% 21.23%

Imbalance and selectivity 21.43% 20.55%

Linguistic bias 12.50% 4.79%

Cosmetic bias 2.68% 8.90%

Fragmentation and isolation 6.25% 8.22%

Unreality 11.61% 7.53%
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18� Fabbian, Valfredini & Carney

The representation of socioeconomic diversity varies across textbook chapters. 
In the unit on professions, textbooks D and E incorporate a wide range of jobs in 
their vocabulary lists and in follow-up activities. Textbook C presents a range of 
socioeconomic diversity in its vocabulary list, although attendant activities pro-
mote an aspirational view of worklife by highlighting successful entrepreneurial 
families in Italy and professional career paths. Textbooks A and B favor careers 
traditionally perceived as prestigious by society and endorse monetary measures 
of professional success. None of the textbooks address issues of power and access 
to education and career.

In conclusion, the scrutiny of the two chapters in each of the five text-
books reveals a minimal representation of racial, heritage, and age diversity 
and, with few exceptions, socioeconomic class diversity. Other forms of diver-
sity, in terms of sexual orientation and ability, are absent in the curriculum. 
The invisibility of these groups impacts findings related to other codes, as peo-
ple who are invisible remain so in the discussion that follows (stereotypes, lin-
guistic biases, etc.).

Stereotyping and Unreality
The invisibility of non-heteronormative couples, gender nonconforming individu-
als, older people, people with disabilities, and the limited racial and socioeconomic 
diversity observed were paralleled by the overrepresentation of dominant groups. 
With few exceptions and to varying degrees, textbooks tended to reinforce ste-
reotypes in gender and family models. Stereotyping represented the second most 
commonly applied code, accounting for 21% and 22% of the code occurrences in 
the family and work chapters, respectively.

Stereotypical or sexist views of women are pervasive in the material exam-
ined. Overall, adjectives and verbs associated with female characters project a 
view of women as quiet, artistic, diligent, in touch with one’s emotions, and busy 
cooking and caring for others. For example, textbook A systematically attributes 
tranquil activities to women, whereas men practice sports. A similarly stereotyped 
view applies to women in the professional world. In the chapter on family, text-
book A presents illustrations of men holding professional objects and of women 
with none. Textbooks A, B, C, and D all favor representations of women as subor-
dinate, as caregivers, or as working in a creative field, while men are defined by 
their physical prowess and oratorical powers. In textbook B, the majority of sen-
tences have a male subject; in one activity of textbook C, 21 out of 24 professions 
are held by males. Textbook E, in contrast, makes a deliberate effort to question 
gender stereotypes in the professional world by putting women in positions that 
are traditionally male-dominated, both in verbal examples and in the illustrations. 
Similarly, the illustrations in the family chapter in textbook C portray men com-
pleting household chores, while textbook E offers a gender-equal introduction to 
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the lexicon of jobs and professions and includes a biography of Ilaria Alpi, a coura-
geous woman journalist.

These attempts to represent a more equal view of gender roles run the risk of 
creating an unrealistic cultural portrait if not accompanied by critical reflection 
on the persistence of gender inequality and if contradicted by other portions of the 
textbooks. Textbook C tends to offer a sexist and gender-stereotyped view of careers 
(with professions such as surgeon or plumber listed only in the masculine and 
others, such as fashion model and housewife, listed only in the feminine) while 
claiming that women have achieved complete social equality13 and that women 
and men encounter more or less the same difficulty at finding a job.14 A reading in 
which Italian astrophysicist Margherita Hack recounts her upbringing and states 
that she had never met any pressure to conform to gender roles does not address 
the exceptionality of her experience. Likewise, an authentic interview with two 
Italian children reinforces stereotypical gender views (textbook C). A young boy 
describes his mother as busy cooking while his father plays video games, buys him 
gifts, and takes him to the beach, thus attributing to the male figure the preroga-
tive of leisure and of buying power. A young girl admires her mother’s beauty, slim 
body, fancy dresses, and jewelry and comments negatively on her mother’s short 
hair and ugly face when she gets angry. The girl describes her father as handsome, 
strong, fun, and the family provider. While the choice of this specific interview 
may be questionable, the textbook misses the opportunity to use these statements 
as a springboard for a reflection on gender stereotypes.

Several dialogues represent female characters as driven by emotions, 
absorbed mainly in their relationships, helpless or naive, dependent on men,15 
but also ready to use their seductive skills for their own advantage. Textbook E 
includes vilifying statements (a man declaring “I liked her better when she was 
acting shy”)16 and represents women as professionally unskilled, volatile in mat-
ters of the heart, and playing hard to attract men’s interest.17 In textbook C, a 
young woman feels selfish for wanting a well-paid job; her male friend regards her 
career plans as utopian and adds that she needs luck to succeed. In contrast, his 
own plans to start a business and a successful career do not raise any objection. 
In textbook B, two young women, whose father denies them permission to drive, 
exploit a man’s infatuation to get a ride, all while making unflattering remarks 
about him and his small car.

13  “Le donne hanno raggiunto la completa uguaglianza sociale.”
14 A woman states that men and women face the same challenges in finding a job (“per le donne e per 
gli uomini è più o meno lo stesso”).
15 In textbook E, widows or separated women do not live independently.
16 “Mi piaceva di piú quando faceva la timida.”
17 Lorenzo: “Why do young women behave like this?” Riccardo: “To attract our attention” (Lorenzo: 
“Perché le ragazze si comportano in questo modo?” Riccardo: “Lo fanno per attirare la nostra 
attenzione”).
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All textbooks present cultural artifacts as a springboard for language learn-
ing, often without addressing issues of social justice and engaging learners in per-
spective taking. For example, a job post that requires “bella presenza” (pleasant 
appearance, Textbook D) and the FIAT commercial Backseat Italians (Textbook A) 
raise issues of biased language and stereotypical representation. If problematized, 
these cultural products could engage learners in a nuanced reflection; if not, they 
may end up perpetuating biases.

Imbalance and Selectivity
Imbalance and selectivity was the third most common code applied, with 21% and 
20% of the code applications for the work and the family chapters, respectively. 
Attempts to validate marginalized socioeconomic groups and expose learners to 
perspectives other than the dominant ones are rare. By and large, communicative 
activities ignore power relationships, assume that students conform to ideolog-
ically dominant groups, and/or are oblivious to issues of class stratification. For 
example, textbook C invites students to talk about the professions of family mem-
bers and friends and “decide who has the most attractive job and why.” In textbook 
B, students ask each other if they live in a villetta or an apartment, if they own a 
vacation house, and if housing is expensive in their area. There is no acknowledg-
ment of other forms of living arrangements. Our data reveal an overrepresentation 
of upper- and middle-class experiences, from hobbies to career preparation (text-
books A and E), and the frequent portrayal of aspirational values, such as fame and 
exceptionality (textbooks A, C, D, and E), homeownership (textbook B), monetary 
value (textbooks A and B),18 and diminishing views of careers in creative fields or 
the humanities due to perceptions of their limited economic success (textbooks 
A, B, and C). Data from a survey in Italy on the eight highest paid entry-level jobs 
in 2015 fail to act as a springboard to question assumptions and dominant power 
dynamics (textbook A).

A few examples deviate from this trend. Textbook E, for example, celebrates 
pride in one’s work and personal happiness over monetary rewards; likewise, text-
books C and D offer language to potentially sustain a critical conversation inclu-
sive of different socioeconomic perspectives and personal values embedded in 
work choices.19 None of the books explicitly address issues of discrimination in 
the workplace. The only reference to social engagement appears in textbook D, 
in a single exercise in which textbook users are encouraged to volunteer in their 
communities.

Despite the occasional inclusion of a language that describes a variety of 
family structures, all textbooks analyzed validate a nuclear family model with 

18 Textbook B includes the expression to be filthy rich (“essere ricco sfondato”) multiple times.
19 Textbooks C and D cite salary, independence, nice coworkers, social impact, convenient working 
hours, and expressing one’s talent as possible indicators of professional satisfaction.
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a mother, a father, and children. Textbook A attempts to present a more diver-
sified view of families by including a mixed-ethnicity marriage, yet confines 
the representation of contemporary Italian families to an isolated listening 
activity that raises issues of declining marriages, single people, an aging pop-
ulation, and lower birth rates, but does not include separation and divorce,20 
same-gender couples, unmarried couples living together, adopted children, 
foster children, and single parenting. In addition, no person with a visible dis-
ability is represented. Textbooks A, C, and D present cultural aspects of family 
in dedicated boxes and tend to define contemporary Italy in juxtaposition to an 
idealized past. A cultural box in textbook D, for example, states that contem-
porary Italian families are no longer as large as they used to be; however, the 
activities that follow reinforce the stereotype of the large Italian family, send-
ing conflicting messages.21 Textbooks D and B perpetuate notions that Italians 
live with their parents until they marry, but they do not address current mar-
riage rates or question the socioeconomic context that impacts young Italians’ 
choices.

Deviations from the standard nuclear family model seem delegitimized. No 
textbook mentions same-sex families or family members with disabilities. Text-
book E mentions adoptions peripherally and encapsulates divorce in a single 
picture of a visibly upset, White, heteronormative couple. It defines divorce as 
a “fenomeno epidemico” (an epidemic phenomenon, ostensibly likening divorce 
to a disease) and invites students to research the phenomenon online. Textbook 
D makes an effort to create a safe space for students who might feel discomfort 
in sharing personal experiences by offering them the option to create their own 
“pretend” families. Nevertheless, without previous validation of nonconform-
ing family models (through images, vocabulary, and tasks) the textbook might 
seem to suggest that at least some family structures are not appropriate topics of 
conversation.

Linguistic Bias
Linguistic bias accounted for 12.5% of the codes applied in work chapters and 
5% in family chapters. Overall, the textbooks examined follow the convention of 
providing masculine forms before the feminine in vocabulary lists and specifying 
the full feminine form only when irregular. And yet, inconsistencies in the appli-
cation of these conventions reinforce unequal views of gender and linguistic bias. 

20 A suggestion to the instructor states that “students may need more vocabulary to describe their 
particular family.” However, lexicon terms for divorced and remarried couples do not appear in the 
end-of-the-chapter vocabulary list.
21 An activity directed students to “Imagine that the people in the photo are your big Italian family”; 
in a dialogue, a man shows a picture of his family to a woman who comments, “Oh, che grande 
famiglia!” (“Oh, what a large family!”).
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For example, in textbook C, the lexical list of family members is ordered with 
masculine forms preceding the feminine. However, matrigna (stepmother), a 
negatively connotated noun, precedes patrigno (stepfather). Textbook B leaves 
all terms in the default masculine form, except for casalinga (stay-at-home wife), 
which is given only in the feminine; however, it does specify that nouns ending in 
-ista can be either masculine or feminine, lest the male gender is obscured. Text-
books C and D display similar inconsistencies in listing both masculine and fem-
inine articles in the vocabulary data bank for professions. For example, textbook 
C provides only the masculine form for chirurgo (surgeon) and does not indicate 
that l’idraulico (plumber) can be feminine. These practical conventions and the 
inconsistencies in their application can unwittingly reinforce sexist language and 
stereotypical perceptions of women.

Vocabulary lists provide a view of language void of its sociolinguistic conno-
tations. For example, family nouns with pejorative suffixes (matrigna/stepmother, 
patrigno/stepfather, fratellastro/half brother in textbooks D and E) are isolated in 
fragments and side boxes; potentially controversial connotations of lexical items 
are ignored or sanitized in technical explanations. Textbook B, for example, states 
that many professions do not use a feminine form (e.g., avvocato/lawyer, ingeg-
nere/engineer, and medico/doctor) but provides no further contextualization of 
the practice within the debate on gendered language.

Cosmetic Bias
Cosmetic bias accounted for 9% of the codes applied in family chapters and 
3% in work chapters. Overall, illustrations seem to be racially and ethnically 
diverse (although non-White characters are often nameless faces) and tend to 
depict more women in positions of power and prestige and men in tasks tradi-
tionally confined to women. Often in contradiction with text and photographs, 
however, they suggest a rather cosmetic attempt at inclusivity. Textbook A 
includes, within a predominantly White narrative, one non-White man with 
an Arabic-sounding name,22 married to a White woman, and their two biracial 
children. The couple is suggestively characterized as “adventurous,”23 taking 
“exotic trips”24 in a color-blind world. Two text boxes elaborate on the inclu-
sion of this dark-skinned character, suggesting appropriate language usage to 
describe skin color and providing (scant) statistical information on mixed mar-
riages in Italy without context for interpretation or reflective questions. This 
cosmetic treatment does not allow for a deeper understanding of the changes 
and tensions rippling through contemporary Italian society. Similarly, after 

22 A second Arabic-sounding name appears in a grammar-focused activity.
23 “Avventurosa.”
24 “Vacanze esotiche.”
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emphasizing career achievement and wealth in a section focused on jobs and 
professions, textbook B makes an attempt to touch on issues of social justice; 
however, it offers a selective perspective (e.g., the activity on labor relations 
in Italy presents only the point of view of the Union) or an isolated cosmetic 
treatment (e.g., the tragedy of job-related deaths is compressed into a single 
picture), which does not provide students with the tools to approach such com-
plex social realities.

Fragmentation and Unreality
Fragmentation and isolation account for 6% and 8% of the codes (for work and 
family chapters, respectively). The analysis of the textbooks found evidence of 
efforts to engage learners in a critical examination of cultural prejudices and ste-
reotypes. For example, textbook A invites students to discuss how they imagine 
an Italian family; then, after listening to a presentation on contemporary Italian 
family models, students revisit their preconceived notions in light of the newly 
acquired information. The same textbook engages students in perspective-taking 
by presenting the scenario of a gender-equal couple struggling to balance their 
professional lives with the desire to have children; the activity requires learners 
to imagine four possible solutions to the dilemma. Such an open approach invites 
complex thinking and promotes empathy as it positions students within a growth 
mind-set that challenges preconceived notions and discourages dualistic think-
ing. Other activities in textbook A rely on the instructor’s ability and willingness 
to problematize content. For example, students are given a list of jobs to rank 
in order of prestige, and a side note invites the instructor to discuss the ranking 
criteria.

The textbooks oversimplify complex socioeconomic phenomena and pres-
ent issues from a dualistic perspective that encourages binary thinking, leaving 
no room for ambiguity of interpretation. Follow-up questions and discussion 
prompts tend to remain at a superficial and anecdotal level. For example, textbook 
B invites students to comment on the statement: “Italians work to live; Americans 
live to work.”25 Textbook C generalizes to the Italian population the outcome of a 
poll taken in a single Italian province, where 57% of the respondents stated that 
they would prefer stability of employment26 over achieving personal satisfaction 
in the workplace.27 Textbook E mentions unions, strikes, unemployment subsidies 
(cassa integrazione), and bonus payments (tredicesima) without framing them 
within the Italian economic and institutional model. Often, cultural information 
is presented without citing sources or statistical data and, when data are included, 

25 “Gli Italiani lavorano per vivere; gli Americani vivono per lavorare.”
26 “un posto stabile.”
27 “la soddisfazione personale.”
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it seems to be cherry picked, overgeneralized, or grouped and compared in ways 
that reinforce preconceived cultural notions. Textbook E asks students to compare 
data on family sizes (one-person vs. five-person households) across Italian regions, 
without mention of contextual socioeconomic and cultural factors that contribute 
to demographic patterns, thereby highlighting stereotypical North/South divides.

The same could be said of unrealistic representations of a tension-free, equal 
society. While textbooks attempt to give visibility to diversity, unrealistic repre-
sentations of contemporary Italy (such as declaring that women have achieved 
complete equality in textbook C) delegitimize the lived experience of many groups 
and do not address important social justice themes.28

Reflection and Change: Textbook Content and 
Curriculum Design
Detecting and confronting biases in instructional material can be, in and of itself, 
a powerful way for instructors and language program directors (LPDs) to nurture 
students’ critical reflexivity. While not all instructors have the flexibility or desire 
to create their own materials, all instructional material is potentially of help in 
challenging dominant ideologies “as long as teachers and learners are critically 
aware citizens” and “active subjects” who question the socioeconomic and cul-
tural underpinnings of textbook proposals (Bori, 2018, p. 167). The following 
guiding questions can be useful in critically assessing textbooks29:

1.	 How does each chapter section represent, explicitly and implicitly, 
socioeconomic status, race, ethnicity, gender, sexuality, age, and ability?

2.	 Does each chapter section encourage intercultural reflection and crit-
ical reflexivity (e.g., present different viewpoints or encourage flexibil-
ity in interpretation over right and wrong answers and questions with 
clear-cut solutions)?

3.	 Does the textbook encourage reflection on issues of social justice (e.g., 
introduce students to a variety of living situations and social classes; 
question commonly held values such as materialism and individualism; 
take into account learners’ own realities and positioning within the 
relationships of power in society30; make accessible to underprivileged 
learners the knowledge limited to those in positions of power)?

After a preliminary assessment, LPDs and faculty can create supplementary 
materials that introduce a variety of perspectives on languages and cultures. When 
introducing first-year language learners to the topic of professions, we linked 

28 Sleeter and Grant’s (2011) reached similar results.
29 See Fabbian and Zanotti Carney (2018a, 2018b).
30 Moll et al. (1992), Delpit (1995), Becker (2014), Zipin (2009), and Ennser-Kananen (2016).
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language acquisition activities to cultural material that problematizes traditional 
assumptions about social and professional prestige, provides a more realistic 
vision of the foreign culture (e.g., through statistical data), and takes learners’ 
experiences into account. We adapted an article by Cristina Nadotti (2009), which 
discusses the findings of a study by the New Economics Foundation. The study 
challenges traditional perspectives on the social and economic value of profes-
sions, maintaining that the least paid jobs (e.g., a hospital cleaner) are the most 
socially valuable and provide rich cultural content and opportunities to promote 
language acquisition. Pre-reading activities include vocabulary warm ups and 
group conversations, with students exchanging information on their work expe-
riences (or lack thereof). Students complete an opinion poll on what characteris-
tics they deem important in a job, interview other students, and discuss findings 
class-wide. We use graphics or data to reinforce specific linguistic structures, such 
as comparatives and superlatives, to compare the highest/lowest paid jobs’ sala-
ries in Italy and the United States. After reading the article, students answer com-
prehension questions, self-correct in pairs and then in plenum. Finally, in small 
groups, students discuss their reactions to the arguments set forth by the article 
using guiding questions.31 It is possible to modify the activity by using infograph-
ics for lower proficiency levels or adding more complex texts on the same topic for 
advanced-level classrooms.32

In a chapter on family, authentic photographs provide a realistic view of con-
temporary Italian society in its evolution through time as well as in its ethnic, 
social, and economic diversity.33 A wealth of resources is available online, such 
as the collection of photos from the exhibit Questioni di famiglie (Agliani, 2017) 
or the online photo exhibit La famiglia italiana dal 1946 ad oggi (Coco, Gaudio, 
Gentili, Coen Antonucci, & Paesano). Instructors could adapt captions and text 
to contextualize the photographs in their social and historical settings and use 
pictures to reinforce linguistic structures via tasks such as descriptions of appear-
ance and activities portrayed or a creation of imaginary dialogs. Grouping pictures 
diachronically, instructors can prompt reflections on larger issues, such as the 
evolution from a rural to an urban society and the emergence of new family and 
economic structures, among others. This can be done in the target language for 
more advanced classes and scaffolded for intermediate learners; completing the 
activity in English is a viable option to engage beginner students emotionally and 
intellectually into a more nuanced cultural reflection.

Creating or adapting alternative instructional material thus has the poten-
tial to change textbook discourse by prompting learners to develop a critical 

31 For example, students could prepare a list of jobs that are highly beneficial to society although they 
are not paid well and/or are not prestigious and then compare results.
32 See Materia (2009) and Stefanini (2012).
33 See Barnes-Karol and Broner (2010).
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understanding of the ways in which dominant ideologies and unequal relations 
of power shape cultural representations and our perceptions of even ordinary 
topics.34

Further Reflections: Curricular Considerations and 
Conclusions
As FL educators, we need to devise new ways to position the teaching of FL at the 
core of the mission of academic institutions (Levine, 2014; Swaffar, 2014) and to 
reaffirm our moral responsibility in making language education instrumental in 
the struggle toward a more just society (Glynn, Wesley, & Wassel, 2014; Nieto, 
2010; Osborn, 2006). Given that textbooks play a fundamental role in validat-
ing social practices and in transmitting social ideologies (Apple & Beyer, 1983), 
the analysis of cultural representations in language instruction is of paramount 
importance to all stakeholders. Risager (2018) maintains:

When the language textbook tries to provide students with per-
spectival knowledge about the world, explicitly or implicitly, its 
(multimodal) representations must aim at high quality. It must try 
to avoid representations of culture, society and the world that are 
incorrect, outdated, overly simplified and superficial, stereotypical 
or socially and culturally biased—whoever the author and whoever 
the preferred reader. (p. 6)

Textbook analysis is also a step for language educators to recognize the polit-
ical ramifications of their actions (Kubota, 2004b). Social justice stances of indi-
vidual instructors need to be paralleled at the curricular and institutional level, 
where LPDs and stakeholders commit to raising students’ critical consciousness 
of the persistence of biases, stereotypes, and inequalities in today’s world. This 
entails providing support and professional development to all instructors and FL 
departments, creating an institutional culture of equality, and designing a FL 
curriculum where disciplinary content is also seen through the lens of critical 
pedagogy.

Embracing a critical approach to FL education may pose challenges. As 
beginning language students lack the language skills to express their opinions on 
complex topics, faculty may avoid them for fear of trivializing cultural and socio-
political issues or losing time otherwise devoted to language activities.35 Integrat-
ing complex and potentially controversial topics into the language classroom may 
also trigger negative reactions from parents, school boards, and the community 

34 See Kubota, Austin, and Saito-Abbott (2003).
35 See Kubota et al. (2003) and Herman (2007).
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at large, who may perceive a focus on social justice issues as a distraction from 
the development of communication skills, fail to see the connection between lan-
guage and content, and develop hostile attitudes toward what they may interpret 
as unpatriotic indoctrination.36 Such negative reactions prove particularly oner-
ous to contingent faculty. Scholars urge teachers to “remain sensitively covert, 
lest a student feel coerced into thinking something because the teachers thinks 
that way” (Brown, 2004, p. 267), as a critical approach to language pedagogy may 
lead to teacher-centered instruction rather than the development of learners’ 
autonomy.37 By creating dialogic spaces, a truly critical approach to FL education 
enables learners to take on their “agentive roles as knowledge producers in their 
own right” (Chun, 2016), which, in turn, may spark and maintain students’ moti-
vation and commitment to language learning (Brown, 2004).

Language is a powerful tool that can either reaffirm or alter the status quo 
(Herman, 2007; O’Donnell-Allen, 2011). Educators who engage in respectful con-
versations about culturally sensitive and complex issues offer an important contri-
bution to a 21st-century democracy: When classes are “a model of civic discourse” 
(Medley, 2016, p. 60), students acquire the skills and knowledge they need “to live, 
interact, and make decisions with fellow citizens from different racial, ethnic, cul-
tural, language, and religious groups” (Banks, 2003, p. 3).
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