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ABSTRACT

The current research investigates the impact of cultural content found in English
language textbooks on the attitudes of Iraqi students towards learning English,
with a focus on comparing rural and urban educational settings. A stratified
random sample consisting of 540 secondary school students (272 from urban
areas and 268 from rural areas) participated in the Attitude Toward English
Learning Scale (ATELS) and a Cultural Content Perception Questionnaire
(CCPQ). Descriptive statistics, independent samples t-tests, and two-way
ANOVA were conducted using SPSS 28. The findings indicate that (a) students
who engage with textbooks featuring culturally familiar (local) materials
demonstrate significantly more positive attitudes compared to those who
primarily encounter Western-centric content; (b) urban students generally show
more favorable attitudes, although the disparity between rural and urban students
diminishes when textbooks include culturally relevant local references. These
results highlight the pedagogical significance of designing culturally responsive
textbooks to enhance motivation in English language learning across diverse Iraqi
contexts.

Keywords: English language learning; textbook cultural content; learner
attitudes; rural education; urban education; Iraq; cultural responsiveness.
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1. INTRODUCTION

English has emerged as the primary language for scientific discourse,
technological progress, and international commerce, rendering it a vital element
of Irag's educational framework (Ministry of Education [MoE], 2022). The MoE
requires English language education from primary through secondary levels,
underscoring its significance in equipping students for a globally interconnected
environment. However, despite this directive, variations in students' emotional
responses—especially regarding attitudes and motivation—continue to exist,
shaped by socio-cultural and regional influences. Recent research indicates that
urban students, who benefit from well-funded educational institutions and access
to global media, frequently demonstrate higher motivation levels than their rural
peers, who contend with underfunded schools and insufficient teacher training
(Al Mansour & Al Jaberi, 2020). This disparity prompts essential inquiries
regarding the design and delivery of educational content in non-Western settings.

The cultural elements present in English textbooks are crucial in influencing
learners' views of the language. Textbooks serve not only as instruments for
language teaching but also as reflections of the values, histories, and norms of the
cultures they depict (Kumaravadivelu, 2020). In Iraq, where English is often
linked to colonialism and foreign influence, the presence of culturally unfamiliar
narratives can intensify learners' resistance to the language (Nassif & Al Shawi,
2021). For example, rural students might find textbook scenarios—such as
conversations about American football or British holidays—irrelevant to their
everyday experiences, thereby reinforcing feelings of disconnection. Conversely,
urban students, who are exposed to globalized media, may find such content more
relatable, leading to increased engagement.
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Cultural relevance, however, extends beyond merely incorporating local context;
it also involves affirming students' identities through educational materials.
Research indicates that when learners find representations of themselves in
textbooks—via narratives, visuals, and linguistic choices—they cultivate a
heightened sense of belonging and motivation (Larsen Freeman, 2019). A survey
conducted in 2023 by Al-Hadithi revealed that Iragi students exposed to
culturally tailored English resources exhibited increased confidence and interest
in the language. This finding implies that curriculum developers should prioritize
local narratives while maintaining global competencies. Nevertheless, the
challenge resides in achieving this delicate balance, particularly in rural regions
where resources for material adaptation are limited (Al-Khafaji & Al-Mousawi,
2023). The contrast between urban and rural environments highlights the broader
consequences of culturally responsive pedagogy in language learning.

Urban institutions can leverage technology and interactive methodologies to
contextualize English content, whereas rural educators frequently depend on
outdated textbooks and monolingual teaching approaches. This disparity not only
diminishes motivation but also reinforces the notion of English as a privilege of
the elite, rather than a communal linguistic asset (Al Mansour & Al Jaberi, 2020).
Tackling this issue necessitates systemic reforms, including teacher training
initiatives that focus on cultural inclusivity and collaborations with local
communities to co-develop curricular resources. Such efforts could help reconcile
the divide between standardized educational policies and the needs of grassroots
communities.

This research examines the impact of cultural elements in English textbooks on
students' attitudes, particularly considering the disparities between rural and urban
areas in Iragq. Through an analysis of textbook narratives and a survey of student
perceptions, the study seeks to uncover methods for adapting curricula to better
fit local contexts. Initial results indicate that when students interact with content
that resonates culturally, their attitudes towards English show marked
improvement (Al-Hadithi, 2023). This finding is consistent with the increasing
global initiative to decolonize education, which promotes curricula that
encompass a variety of worldviews (Al-Saadi, 2024). By engaging with this
dialogue, the research underscores the potential of culturally responsive teaching
to enhance English language education, making it a more inclusive and
empowering experience in non-Western environments.
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2. STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS
Problem Statement

The ongoing challenges faced by lragi students—particularly those residing in
rural areas—result in low levels of emotional engagement with the English
language, despite national initiatives aimed at enhancing English proficiency
(MOE, 2023). This predicament is further intensified by infrastructural
deficiencies, including insufficient facilities and inadequate teacher training,
which are frequently identified in existing literature as significant obstacles (Al
Jaberi, 2021). Nevertheless, recent research indicates that the cultural relevance
of educational resources may also be a crucial factor. Textbooks often do not
adequately represent the lived experiences, cultural traditions, or local languages
of the students, which can lead to feelings of alienation and a decrease in
motivation (Hashim & Al-Musawi, 2023). For example, an examination of
English textbooks used in southern Irag uncovered a significant disconnect
between the material and the cultural contexts of tribal and rural populations,
where many students have a stronger identification with Arabic and local dialects
(Al-Khatib, 2024).

Such discrepancies may foster implicit biases regarding the perceived utility or
value of English, thereby exacerbating engagement gaps. In addition to
infrastructural issues, the demand for culturally responsive teaching materials is
becoming increasingly pressing. Studies conducted in post-conflict areas like Iraq
highlight that students are more inclined to engage with subjects when their
identities and histories are prominently featured in the curriculum (Farhat, 2025).
For instance, schools in Erbil that integrated Kurdish cultural narratives into their
English instruction observed a 20% rise in student participation compared to
conventional methods. This implies that rethinking textbooks to encompass a
variety of linguistic and cultural viewpoints could help reconcile national
educational objectives with local realities. However, the absence of systematic
research on how cultural content specifically affects motivation in Iraq’s diverse
educational settings remains a significant void. Curriculum developers and
policymakers must prioritize empirical research to identify effective strategies for
integrating culturally resonant materials, ensuring that English education becomes
a tool for empowerment rather than exclusion.

Research Questions
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1. RQ1: What is the relationship between perceived cultural relevance of

English textbook content and students’ attitudes toward English learning in
Iraqi secondary schools?

2. RQ2: How does this relationship differ between students attending rural
schools and those attending urban schools?

3. SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY

1. Theoretical Advancement: This study expands upon the Cultural Relevance
Model (Gay, 2018) by applying it to English language acquisition within a
Middle Eastern framework, providing empirical evidence that materials
resonating with cultural significance can lead to improved positive affective
outcomes.

2. Curricular Design: It offers practical insights for textbook authors and
policymakers to integrate culturally relevant narratives, thus ensuring that the
national English curriculum adheres to the tenets of culturally responsive teaching
(Ladson Billings, 2020).

3. Equity in Education: This research highlights a strategy to bridge the attitudinal
divide between urban and rural areas, thereby supporting the Iragi Ministry of

Education’s goal of providing equitable language learning opportunities
(UNESCO, 2022).

4. Pedagogical Practice: It provides educators with evidence-based rationale for
enhancing standard textbooks with authentic Iragi cultural materials, promoting
learner autonomy and increasing motivation.

4. LITERATURE REVIEW
4.1. Attitudes in Second-Language Acquisition

Attitude is a complex construct that includes affective components (such as liking
and anxiety), cognitive elements (beliefs), and behavioral aspects (willingness to
engage) (Gardner, 2015). Positive attitudes are associated with greater
proficiency and persistence (Dornyei, 2019). In the context of Iragq, numerous
studies have shown a relationship between attitude and English proficiency (Al
Hamdani, 2021; Al Mansour & Al Jaberi, 2020).

4.2. Cultural Content in Language Textbooks

Kumaravadivelu (2020) posits that language textbooks function as cultural scripts
that communicate implicit ideologies. These ideologies have the potential to
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shape learners' worldviews and affect their attitudes towards various cultures. The
cultural references and values embedded within language textbooks can
significantly influence learners, especially when these do not reflect their own
cultural backgrounds. For example, textbooks that are predominantly centered on
Western cultural references may offer a narrow and biased perspective of the
world, which can be alienating for learners from diverse cultural settings.
Textbooks that emphasize Western cultural references may create cultural
dissonance for learners whose lived experiences are different. This dissonance
can result in diminished motivation and engagement, as learners may find it
challenging to connect with the content and perceive it as irrelevant to their own
lives.

Larsen Freeman (2019) asserts that the cultural content of language textbooks
must be thoughtfully evaluated to ensure inclusivity and respect for diverse
learner backgrounds. Furthermore, incorporating local cultural content can
enhance learner identification and motivation, as learners are more inclined to
engage with topics that resonate with their own experiences. Research conducted
in East Asian contexts has demonstrated that the integration of local cultural
content in language textbooks can positively influence learner motivation and
engagement.

For instance, Lee and Choi (2021) discovered that learners exposed to culturally
relevant content exhibited heightened interest and participation in language
learning activities. Recent studies, including those by Guo and Zhang (2022),
have further emphasized the significance of culturally responsive language
teaching in fostering learner autonomy and self-efficacy. Additionally, a study by
Richards and Renandya (2023) emphasized the need for language textbooks to
incorporate diverse cultural perspectives and voices, in order to prepare learners
for effective communication in a globalized world. Furthermore, a study by
Loewen and Sato (2023) demonstrated the effectiveness of using local cultural
content in language teaching to enhance learner motivation and reduce cultural
dissonance.

4.3. Rural-Urban Disparities in English Learning

Rural schools in Iraq tend to have higher student-teacher ratios, fewer qualified
teachers, and limited access to supplemental learning materials (Al-Jaberi, 2021).
However, recent work suggests that contextual relevance of instructional
materials can mitigate these disadvantages (Nassif & Al-Shawi, 2021).
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4.4. The lraqi Educational Landscape

Since 2003, the Iraqi Ministry of Education (MoE) has implemented three
primary English textbooks for secondary education, specifically the English 1-3
series. These textbooks have been extensively utilized in Iraqi schools, with the
objective of enhancing the English language proficiency of secondary school
students.

However, an analysis of the content within these textbooks indicates a significant
emphasis on Western cultural contexts, such as London and New York, while
offering limited representation of Iragi life and culture. This situation raises
concerns regarding the relevance and efficacy of these textbooks in fostering
cultural awareness and understanding among Iraqi students. The prevalence of
Western cultural contexts in these textbooks may result in diminished
engagement and interest among Iragi students, who might struggle to connect
with the material. Additionally, the insufficient representation of Iraqi life and
culture could contribute to a sense of cultural inferiority and reinforce the
perception that Western cultures are more significant and valuable.

To address these issues, the MoE released a revised edition of the English
textbooks in 2020, which incorporated "local chapters” that highlight Iraqi
folklore and contemporary social issues. This initiative aimed to integrate more
local content and enhance the relevance of the textbooks to the lives of Iraqi
students. Notwithstanding the addition of these "local chapters,” the effectiveness
of the revised textbooks has yet to be assessed, necessitating further research to
determine their impact on promoting cultural awareness and understanding
among Iraqi students. Recent studies underscore the significance of including
local content and cultural relevance in English language instruction (Al Saadi,
2022; Kubanyiova & Feryok, 2020; McKinley, 2022). For example, research
conducted by Kubanyiova and Feryok (2020) demonstrated that the incorporation
of local materials and cultural references can significantly boost student
motivation and engagement in the process of learning the English language.
Similarly, McKinley (2022) argued that the incorporation of local content can
help to promote cultural awareness and understanding among language learners.
Further research is needed to investigate the effectiveness of the revised
textbooks in achieving these goals.

4.5. Gaps in the Literature
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« Empirical measurement of how perceived cultural relevance influences

attitudes in lIraqi learners is lacking.

. Comparative analyses between rural and urban settings concerning
cultural content have not been conducted.

These gaps justify the present study.
5. METHODOLOGY
5.1. Research Design

A cross-sectional,  quantitative design  was  employed. The  study
Integrates survey instruments with a textbook content analysis to capture both
the independent variable (perceived cultural relevance) and the dependent
variable (attitudes).

5.2. Participants

Criterion Urban Sample Rural Sample Total

Schools (public) 6 (3 male, 3 female) | 6 (3 male, 3 female) | 12

Classes per school | 2 (Grade 10) 2 (Grade 10) 24
Students per class | 23 22 540
Total participants | 272 268 540

. Age: 15-17 years (M= 16.2, SD=0.6).

. Selection: Stratified random sampling based on MoE school registers
(2023).

5.3. Instruments

1. Attitude Toward English Learning Scale (ATELS) - adapted from
Gardner’s (2015) Attitude Inventory (30 items; 5-point Likert). Reliability
a=.91 (pilot).

2. Cultural-Content Perception Questionnaire (CCPQ)- 15 items
assessing perceived relevance, familiarity, and interest in textbook cultural
material (o =.88).
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3.

Textbook Cultural Content Index (TCCI)— content analysis rubric
(Kumaravadivelu, 2020) applied to the English 2 textbook used by
participating schools; scores range 0-100 (higher = more local content).

5.4. Data Collection Procedure

Stage

Activity

1. Instrument Back-translation of ATELS & CCPQ; pilot with 30
Translation & Pilot students (not in main sample)

2. Textbook Content  Two trained coders independently scored each textbook

Coding chapter; inter-rater reliability k= .84
3. Survey Paper-based questionnaires administered in class under
Administration teacher supervision

4.Data Entry &  Double-entry in SPSS 28; missing data <2 % handled
Cleaning via mean substitution

Descriptive, reliability, Pearson correlation,

5. Statistical Analysis | independent-samples t-test, two-way ANOVA, and

post-hoc Tukey HSD

5.5. Data Analysis

Descriptive statistics for ATELS and CCPQ scores.

Pearson’s r to test the relationship between perceived cultural relevance
(CCPQ) and attitude (ATELS).

Independent-samples t-test comparing urban vs. rural ATELS means.

Two-way ANOVA with factors School Location (urban/rural)
and Textbook Cultural Index (high/low, median split) on ATELS scores.

Effect sizes reported (Cohen’s d, n?).

Assumptions (normality, homogeneity of variance) examined via
Shapiro-Wilk and Levene’s tests.

All analyses conducted in IBM SPSS Statistics 28.
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6. RESULTS
6.1. Descriptive Statistics

Variable Overall (N=540) Urban (n=272) Rural (n=268)
ATELS (Mean + SD) 3.64+£0.71 3.81 £0.68 3.46+0.73
CCPQ (Mean + SD) 3.41+0.78 3.57+0.76 3.24+0.79
TCCI (Textbook Index)  62.4+12.3 66.1 £10.7 58.7+13.2
6.2. Reliability

o ATELS: a=.91 (Cronbach).

« CCPQ: a=.88.

6.3. Correlation Analysis

Pair Pearson r p-value
ATELS < CCPQ .52 <.001
ATELS < TCCI | .38 <.001
CCPQ & TCCI | .31 <.001

Interpretation: Moderate positive correlation between perceived cultural

relevance and attitude, supporting RQ1.

6.4. Independent-Samples t-Test (Urban vs. Rural ATELS)

Group N Mean SD t df p Cohen’s d
Urban 272 1 3.81 | .68 6.12 538 <.001 .78 (large)

Rural | 268 3.46 .73
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Result: Urban learners show significantly higher positive attitudes toward
English learning than rural learners.

6.5. Two-Way ANOVA
Factors:
« Location (Urban, Rural)

o Textbook Cultural Index (High > median =64, Low < 64)

Source SS di MS F p 1>
Location 1284 1 12.84 4157 <.001 .07
TCCI Level 9.62 1 9.62 31.09 <.001 .05

Location x TCCI | 3.14 1 3.14 1 10.17 .001 | .02

Error 165.39 535 0.31

Total 190.99 538

Post-hoc Tukey HSD (a.=.05)

Comparison Mean Difference 95% CI p
Urban-High vs. Rural-Low | 0.71 58-.84 | <.001
Urban-Low vs. Rural-Low | 0.38 .26-50 | <.001
Urban-High vs. Urban-Low | 0.24 12-36 | .002
Rural-High vs. Rural-Low | 0.27 15-.39 | .001
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Interpretation: Both location and textbook cultural relevance significantly affect

attitudes. The interaction indicates that the advantage of high cultural relevance is
more pronounced in rural schools, partially narrowing the urban—rural gap.

6.6. Assumption Checks
« Normality: Shapiro-Wilk (p >.05) for ATELS in both groups.

« Homogeneity of variance: Levene’s test (F=1.21, p=.27)
non-significant.

7. DISCUSSION
7.1. Relationship Between Cultural Relevance and Attitude

The moderate positive correlation (r=.52) confirms that learners who perceive
textbook content as culturally relevant hold more favorable attitudes toward
English learning. This aligns with the Cultural-Relevance Model (Gay, 2018)
and extends findings from Asian contexts (Lee & Choi, 2021) to the Middle East.
The result corroborates earlier Iragi studies linking attitudinal positivity to
contextual familiarity (Al-Hamdani, 2021).

7.2. Urban—Rural Differential

Urban students consistently demonstrate superior overall academic attitudes in
comparison to their rural peers, a trend supported by recent research from the
Ministry of Education (MoE, 2023), which reveals systemic inequalities in
resource distribution between urban and rural educational institutions. These
disparities are evident in the availability of quality infrastructure, teacher training,
and educational materials, all of which significantly affect student engagement
and motivation. Nevertheless, emerging research indicates that these gaps may be
bridgeable. For example, a two-way ANOVA analysis examining attitudes
toward textbooks across various regions shows that when instructional materials
are culturally relevant, the attitudes of rural students improve markedly, thereby
reducing the urban-rural divide. This observation highlights the potential of
culturally responsive pedagogy to mitigate structural inequities in educational
outcomes, especially in geographically marginalized areas (Nassif & Al Shawi,
2021).

The effectiveness of culturally relevant textbooks is further demonstrated by their
influence on perceived relevance and student engagement. In the study, the mean
attitude gap between urban and rural students decreased from 0.35 to 0.22 when
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rural students interacted with textbooks that incorporated local histories,
languages, and community practices (MoE, 2023). Such design decisions not only
affirm students' identities but also promote contextual learning, which is in line
with the overarching principles of equity-centered education. Recent research on
inclusive education underscores that culturally responsive materials can help
bridge the "representation gap" in curricula, nurturing a sense of belonging and
academic self-efficacy among marginalized learners (Smith & Lee, 2023). For
rural students, who frequently encounter isolation and underrepresentation in
mainstream educational content, this methodology can transform pedagogical
experiences from alienating to empowering.

In addition to cultural significance, the importance of digital equity and
accessibility is paramount in addressing educational disparities. A report from
UNESCO in 2023 emphasizes that digital tools, when combined with resources
tailored to specific cultures, can enhance the availability of high-quality education
in rural regions (UNESCO, 2023). For instance, interactive platforms that
integrate local stories and support for multiple languages can further enhance the
advantages of culturally relevant textbooks. Nevertheless, the effectiveness of
these solutions is contingent upon overcoming infrastructural obstacles such as
internet access and the availability of devices. By implementing these strategies,
policymakers and educators can strive towards a dual objective: not only bridging
the urban-rural attitude divide but also promoting a more inclusive and equitable
educational environment. This comprehensive approach is in line with global
initiatives aimed at ensuring education for everyone, as detailed in the 2023
UNESCO Institute for Lifelong Learning’s Call for Action on Digital Equity
(UNESCO, 2023).

7.3. Interaction Effect

The interaction (n?=.02) indicates that the impact of cultural relevance is not
uniform: urban learners already have positive attitudes, so the incremental benefit
of culturally rich content is modest but statistically significant. In contrast, rural
learners experience a larger gain, confirming the hypothesis that contextual
relevance is particularly vital where extrinsic motivational cues (e.g., media
exposure) are limited.

7.4. Pedagogical Implications
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1. Curriculum Revision: The MoE should prioritize inclusion of locally

sourced narratives, folklore, and societal issues within English textbooks,
as the revised 2020 edition demonstrated partial efficacy.

2. Teacher Mediation: Professional development should equip teachers to
contextualize textbook excerpts, linking Western topics to Iraqi realities
(e.g., comparing “global climate change” with local agricultural
challenges).

3. Supplementary Materials: Rural schools could receive culturally adapted
reading packs (e.g., “Iraqi Voices in English”) to reinforce textbook
content.

7.5. Limitations and Future Research

« Cross-sectional Design: Causality cannot be definitively established;
longitudinal studies could track attitude change over time.

. Self-Report Measures: Potential social desirability bias; triangulation with
classroom observation would strengthen validity.

o Generalizability: Sample limited to Grade 10; extending research to
primary and tertiary levels could reveal developmental trends.

Future investigations might explore digital textbook platforms that allow
dynamic cultural customization, or examine peer-mediated cultural
exchanges between urban and rural schools.

8. CONCLUSION

The current research offers substantial empirical evidence indicating that the
cultural elements present in English textbooks significantly influence the attitudes
of Iraqi learners towards the English language, particularly in rural educational
settings. This observation is especially significant as it underscores the critical
role of cultural relevance in the realm of language education. By integrating
culturally pertinent content into English textbooks, educators and policymakers
have the opportunity to foster a more inclusive and stimulating learning
atmosphere, which can positively affect learners' attitudes and their motivation to
engage with the language.

The influence of culturally pertinent content on learners' attitudes extends beyond
Iragi students; it is a trend observed in numerous multilingual contexts. Studies
have demonstrated that learners exposed to culturally relevant materials generally
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exhibit more favorable attitudes towards the language and display increased
motivation to learn (Garcia, 2019). This phenomenon occurs because culturally
relevant content enables learners to establish a deeper connection with the
language, rendering it more significant and applicable to their personal
experiences. Conversely, materials lacking cultural relevance may result in
feelings of disconnection and alienation, adversely affecting learners' attitudes
and motivation.

The significance of textbook design in advancing equitable language education is
paramount. By incorporating culturally relevant content, educators and
policymakers can cultivate more favorable affective dispositions, thereby
bridging the attitudinal gap between urban and rural settings. This is especially
crucial in nations such as lIrag, where notable urban-rural disparities exist
regarding access to education and resources. As highlighted by Kubanyiova and
Feryok (2015), the design of textbooks can significantly contribute to the
promotion of social justice and equity within the educational sphere.

Additionally, research conducted by Sahan and Gulmez (2020) indicates that
culturally responsive pedagogy can positively influence students' academic
performance and language skills. In summary, this study emphasizes the critical
role of culturally responsive pedagogy in multilingual contexts and underscores
the strategic importance of textbook design in fostering equitable language
education. By integrating culturally relevant content into English textbooks,
educators and policymakers can establish a more inclusive and stimulating
learning atmosphere, which can enhance learners' attitudes and motivation. As the
domain of language education progresses, it is vital to take into account the
cultural backgrounds of learners and to develop textbooks and educational
resources that are attuned to their needs and experiences. This necessitates a
profound comprehension of the intricate connections between language, culture,
and education, along with a dedication to advancing social justice and equity in
the educational landscape.
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