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Sammanfattning 

Denna uppsats har som syfte att undersöka om kulturstudier kan öka den kommunikativa förmågan, sett ur ett 

social konstruktivistiskt perspektiv. Frågeställningarna är som följer: Är kulturstudier integrerat i engelska 5 

kursen? Finns det en relation mellan kunskap om kultur i engelsktalande områden och länder och kommunikativ 

kompetens? Anser eleverna själva att kunskap om kultur ökar deras kommunikativa kompetens? Vald metod är 

kvalitativ intervju samt innehållsanalys av ämnesplanen för engelska 5. Resultatet visar att kulturstudier inte är 

integrerat i engelska 5 kursen, samtidigt som elever ända har erfarenheter i form av kunskap om kultur i 

engelsktalande områden och länder. Dock kan endast i två av fallen en tydlig relation mellan kunskap om kultur 

och elevernas kommunikativa kunskap härledas. Fyra av fem elever anser att deras kommunikativa förmåga ökar 

tack vare kunskap om kultur.  
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1. Introduction  

In today’s globalized world, it is possible to get in touch with people from almost all around the world. The 

means of communication, i.e. language of choice, depends on where in the world the communication is taking 

place. Some languages have acquired a more leading position though and are thus shared by a large number of 

people. The English language is the second most spoken language, after Chinese, in the world. What is special 

about English is the extensive spread of the language in many different parts of the world. English has become 

the lingua franca of today. Moreover, in many countries, including Sweden, where English is not the first 

language or even the second, it can still be seen and heard on a daily basis. The spread of the English language is 

noticeable in many parts of society and not least, English has a world leading position in several fields of the 

academic world (Svartvik, 2005).  

The idea to write this essay about communication has grown out of a personal experience. I was studying abroad 

for one semester, during which time I met people from different countries mainly in Europe, all studying to 

become teachers. Some of them will become teachers of English, like me. Even though we were studying in a 

country where German is spoken as first language and none of us had English as our first language, English was 

still our language of communication. This made me realize the impact English has had on not only the academic 

world but also other parts of society. Furthermore, it quickly became evident that my English was more 

advanced than my fellow students’. I believe that the reason is that I am from Sweden, a country where English 

is taught from an early age and can also be seen and heard on a daily basis. This is where my focus on culture 

comes in, and its effects on communicative competence. 

The ways of learning English are many and different competences need to be acquired in order to become a 

sufficient user of the language. As a future teacher of English, I believe that in order for students to become 

sufficient communicators in English, they should learn about the cultures in which English is spoken. The new 

syllabus for English in upper secondary school, which will be discussed in more detail in the following section, 

stresses the importance of a cultural context when learning English. Language and culture are intrinsically bound 

together, as this paper will make clear. Therefore, the hypotheses that knowledge of culture is important when 

learning to communicate in a language, is adopted in this paper. This will be put forth in the light of social 

construction, where the focus is on the individual’s experiences and thereby the meaning created in any given 

situation. 

1.1 Organization of this paper 

This paper is divided into five sections. The first section, Introduction, starts by giving a general idea of the 

focus in this paper and a glimpse of the author’s thoughts and reasons for the choice of topic and ends with 

stating the Aim and research questions.  

Next is the Background, where the main theoretical perspective is presented, in order to early on give the reader 

the theoretical framework in which this research is carried out. Also, the curriculum and syllabus for English in 

the Swedish upper secondary school is laid out. Furthermore, cultural studies in the context of language studies 

is presented, with focus on the close relationship between culture and language. Previous research is included to 

emphasize the position of the English language and also, the importance of cultural studies in the language 

classroom.  

The third section is Methodology, where the chosen research method is introduced and validated. The fourth 

section, Results, contains a report of the outcome of the study, followed by an analysis of the results. The fifth 
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and last section is the Discussion, which starts with a discussion of the methodology. This is followed by a 

discussion where the results of the study are put in relation to the theoretical background. 

1.2 Aim and research questions  

The aim of this paper is to explore if cultural studies together with language studies can enhance students’ 

communicative competence in English. In order to investigate if there is a relationship between knowledge of 

culture and communicative competence, the research is carried out by focusing on five students’ individual 

experiences, from a social constructivist perspective. Moreover, the increased focus on culture in the new 

syllabus supports the choice of aim as well as it is a part of the empirical research. The research questions in this 

study are as follows: 

- Is cultural studies integrated in the context of language studies in the level 5 English course in the 

Swedish upper secondary school?  

- Is there a relationship between knowledge of culture in English speaking areas and countries and 

students’ communicative competence in English? 

- Do students experience that knowledge of culture enhances their communicative competence in 

English? 
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2. Background  

The chosen theoretical framework in this paper is social constructivism, in order to focus on the individual’s 

experiences. The theoretical framework is used throughout the paper to remain focused on the individual. A 

review of the syllabus for the subject of English can give an example of this: ”I undervisningen ska eleverna få 

möta talad och skriven engelska av olika slag samt få sätta innehållet i relation till egna erfarenheter och 

kunskaper.”
1
 (Skolverket, 2011). Thus, the steering documents will be viewed from this perspective, as well as 

the relation between culture and language. 

2.1 Social constructivism 

Social constructivism belongs to the field of humanist studies. Humanist tradition focuses on the individual’s 

emotions, experiences and thoughts (Williams and Burden, 2010). According to Burr (2003) social 

constructivism is multidisciplinary, for it has grown out of thoughts which originate in many different disciplines 

within humanist studies, such as philosophy and linguistics. This means that the leading ideas of social 

constructivism deal with questions that different fields of study are interested in. 

According to social constructivism, the individual is in constant interaction with other people in her/his social 

environment. Furthermore, the individual is an active agent constantly constructing her/his own life, in interplay 

with the social context that the individual and others are a part of. The social context is the interactions people 

engage in everyday, from the most everyday encounters to habits and traditions shared by both many and few. 

This means that the world as we see it is created in the interaction between people. To be more precise, our 

thoughts, perspectives and even emotions are constantly constructed in the social context we engage in (Burr, 

2003).  

Our interactions are based on conceptions that were laid out for us when we were born and became members of a 

society or group of people. Burr (2003) writes that these concepts exist in the language(s) we are taught and 

become clear to us through interactions with others, thus language is the means of communication. In other 

words, conceptions, or knowledge, are acquired by people by the use of language. We understand ourselves and 

the rest of our social environment according to these concepts. Language is what gives us structure, a 

framework, by which we go about our lives. Burr (2003) continues that as we are active agents, we add to the 

construction of these concepts. In other words, language is necessary to understand our own thoughts, thus they 

are constructed in the communication with others.  Language is the key to understanding what is meant by words 

and definitions, because they are symbols that symbolize the culture in the social context we are a part of. In 

conclusion, knowledge is not universal, but individual and contextually bound to a culture. 

2.1.1 A social constructivist perspective on language learning 

As mentioned, social constructivism is born out of different disciplines. The same applies to the field of 

education, where waves of different perspectives, often closely linked to psychology and other fields within 

humanist studies have succeeded each other. Williams and Burden (2010) have explored social constructivism in 

the context of education in the language classroom. 

                                                      
1 When learning English students should be exposed to different kinds of spoken and written English and 

be allowed to relate the contents to their own experiences and knowledge. (own translation) 
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Social constructivism focuses on the individual and the context, to offer an explanation of the interplay that 

emerges and leads to development and new situations. In school, learning situations occur constantly. Besides 

the learner, the most likely scenario is that they also include the teacher. Of course, learning in school can occur 

without the teacher, which perhaps sometimes is the case nowadays when students use internet or learn from 

their peers. Nevertheless, most often the teacher plays a key part in the learning process, in deciding the task and 

context in which learning occurs. Williams and Burden (2010) offer a social constructivist model of the language 

teaching-learning process, which includes four components. These are teachers, tasks, context and learners.  

Weinstein’s studies have shown that teacher’s beliefs affect the way they teach and which tasks they choose for 

their students. Beliefs are difficult to measure and evaluate, but it can be said that in many cases they are formed 

early on in life and are difficult to change. Furthermore, they are bound to the culture in which the individual is a 

part of (Weinstein, 1989, in Williams & Burden, 2010). A social constructivist view of teaching holds that there 

are, basically, as many ways of teaching as there are teachers. The tasks a teacher chooses and how a teacher 

interacts with the students are based on the teacher’s former experiences and beliefs (Williams & Burden, 2010).  

Interaction is considered to be a good way of learning a foreign language (Tornberg, 2005). This contemporary 

view of tasks is one that coincides with a social constructivist approach. Williams & Burden (2010) point out 

that language is our way of describing what we experience and think that in turn are conveyed to others by 

communication. In order to enable interaction, students require tasks that engage them in a meaningful situation, 

a context, where students together can discuss and negotiate the meanings in the new language. In other words, a 

task in this sense can be seen as a learning situation which enables the students to create meaning of and in the 

target language.  

The immediate context in which the learning takes place is in this case the school, most often the classroom. This 

includes the school’s environment, like the feeling in the classroom and the overall atmosphere. But not to 

forget, the individual is also an active agent in a social context, which is the sum of her/his experiences. This is 

the setting in which learning situations are created, in the form of tasks given to students.  

As this paper puts its focus on the learner, Williams & Burden (2010) offer a good description, which 

encapsulates the main concept of the learner as an individual: 

Every learner will bring a different set of knowledge and experiences to the learning process, and will 

’construct’, in different ways, their own sense of the situation with which they are faced. Thus, 

learning is essentially personal and individual; no two people will learn precisely the same thing from 

any particular learning situation. (Williams & Burden, 2010, p. 96) 

 

As the quote above states, every student brings her/his own experiences and knowledge to the classroom, which 

differs from everybody else’s. The outcome of the learning process is never the same for two individuals. 

Moreover, each individual carries different concepts, which are again constructed through language in the 

interaction. In the case of English studies, the concepts students carry differ depending on their previous 

education and knowledge of English. This takes us back to the tasks and the importance of designing tasks which 

enable the students to negotiate meaning of and in the target language. Furthermore, along the lines of social 

construction, the whole person is and should be involved in the learning process in order to reach the best result. 
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2.2 Steering documents  

2.2.1 Curriculum for upper secondary school 

As from summer 2011 the new curriculum for the Swedish upper secondary school came into effect. The new 

curriculum concerns students who began their studies after July 2011. These students are a part of GY 2011, 

which is the new steering document for the Swedish upper secondary school.  The curriculum has a few changes 

compared to the old curriculum due to the new organization of the Swedish upper secondary school, but the 

biggest alterations can be seen in the syllabus for each subject.  

The main objective of upper secondary school is as follows: 

Huvuduppgiften för gymnasieskolan är att förmedla kunskaper och skapa förutsättningar för att 

eleverna ska tillägna sig och utveckla kunskaper. Utbildningen ska främja elevernas utveckling till 

ansvarskännande människor, som aktivt deltar i och utvecklar yrkes- och samhällslivet. Den ska bidra 

till elevernas allsidiga utveckling.
2
  

(Skolverket 2011) 

 

In order to view the Swedish curriculum from a social constructivist perspective, the idea of a curriculum that 

supports identity development, will be mentioned here. Ropo (2009) discusses the concept of identity in the 

context of education, in particular, the importance of designing a curriculum that supports and enables identity 

development. As the quote above states, the individual’s development towards becoming a member of society 

should be one of the main objectives of education. In the lines of social construction, we are all shaped by the 

environment and for us to understand who we are we need to be able to reflect upon ourselves and what happens 

around us (Williams & Burden, 2010). This is a process, and a part of this process is to find our place in society 

and become active participants and contributors in society. Education plays a key part in this. Conclusively, the 

school curriculum should be planned in a way to help the individual with this process (Ropo, 2009).    

2.2.2 Syllabus for the subject of English 

English is a core subject in the Swedish school, so the importance of learning the language does not need any 

discussion or defending. Nonetheless, as this paper is written in the area of English language education, it is 

important to clarify two important points. The first one is that since English is a core subject, it is a compulsory 

subject, which means that in order to graduate from upper secondary school students have to reach a sufficient 

level of the English language. This first point is supported by the second, which is that English is the dominating 

language in many academic fields. This of courses stresses the importance of proficiency in English if one 

wishes to continue studies on university level and be a part of the academic world.  

Accordingly, due to the new organisation of the Swedish upper secondary school, each syllabus is designed to 

focus on the individual student’s studies. This means that depending on the study program, a core subject, in this 

case the English language should be shaped according to the chosen path of each student. In this paper, the 

syllabus for the level 5 English course will be taken into account, but since the overall aim of the subject is the 

same on all three levels, that is also of importance. The new syllabus, as the previous one, stresses that a range of 

skills need to be obtained to reach a sufficient level of English. These skills are usually divided into four 

                                                      
2 The main objective of upper secondary school is to mediate knowledge and create appropriate conditions 

which enable students to acquire that knowledge and develop competences. Education should improve 

student’s development towards responsible human beings, who are active participants in society and the 

working life. It should add to student’s overall development. (own translation) 



7 

 

particular skills: reading, writing, listening and speaking. In the new syllabus they are called competences and 

listed as ‘communication’, ‘reception’ and ‘production and interaction’.  

Efficiency in all four competences is important to be able to participate in the global job market, as well as in the 

social and cultural life. The key competence though is communication. The syllabus states that communication 

in different contexts requires knowledge about more than language itself, namely the culture in which the 

language is used. Knowledge of culture includes an understanding of living conditions, societies in different 

countries and cultural phenomenon. This will allow students to move in different circles and contexts. In 

conclusion, to reach a sufficient level of the English language, the individual should be able to interact and adjust 

the language to different situations and be understood. Furthermore, it will increase the opportunities of studies 

or work in a globalized world.  

(Skolverket 2011) 

2.2.3 A European framework for the subject of English 

The Council of Europe has put together a text called the The Common European Framework (2000), which deals 

with foreign language learning and teaching. Its purpose is to offer guidelines in the field of language teaching, 

concerning the formulation of curricula and syllabi in the European countries. The aim is, as the title states, to 

find a common framework within the field of modern languages in order to enhance skills of communication and 

thus enable further communication between countries. Its focus lies on the individual learner’s skills of 

communication in different situations and how these skills could be obtained, to enable communication in 

different contexts:  

Communication calls upon the whole human being. /.../ As a social agent, each individual forms 

relationships with a widening cluster of overlapping social groups, which together define identity. In 

an intercultural approach, it is a central objective of language education to promote the favourable 

development of the learner’s whole personality and sense of identity in response to the enriching 

experience of otherness in language and culture. (The Common European Framework, 2000, p. 1) 

 

What, according to the Council of Europe, is communicative competence and why is cultural studies together 

with language studies important? This questions will be answered by giving examples from both the framework 

and the Swedish syllabus for English, thus the framework has been a guiding principle for the formulation of the 

syllabus for English. The Swedish national agency for education has written a commentary to the new syllabus, 

Kommentarer till gymnasieskolans ämnesplan i engelska, in which the purpose and aim of the subject are 

clarified and discussed in more depth and direct references are made to The Common European Framework 

(which can also be found translated to Swedish, Gemensam europeisk referensram för språk: lärande 

undervisning och bedömning, skolverket, 2009). One aspect discussed in the commentary is ’Allsidig 

kommunikativ förmåga’, i.e. over-all communicative competence. It is pointed out that all competences a person 

holds are used in communication with others. These competences, as has been mentioned before, are 

‘communication’, ’perception’ and ’production and interaction’. These are in turn based on The Common 

European Framework’s three categories of competences: linguistic competence, sociolinguistic competence and 

pragmatic competence.   

According to the framework, linguistic competence includes lexical, grammatical, semantic, phonological, 

orthographic and orthoepic competences. Sociolinguistic competence deals with language as a sociocultural 

phenomenon and of which much of the framework’s focus is put on. It includes knowledge of linguistic markers 

of social relations, dialects and accents, politeness and expressions of folk-wisdom. The final one, pragmatic 

competences, includes the learner’s receptiveness to the message communicated through the language, from 

three points of view; discourse, functional and design competence.  
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It can be good to differentiate the purely linguistic competences from other competences, which enable 

communication. Our language skills are not only linguistic, because when we use language to express our 

thoughts and feelings they symbolize who we are, and who we are is a sum of the culture we were brought up in. 

This means that when we learn a foreign language, which is spoken in a different culture than our own, we do 

not know the cultural connotations of the words we learn. Consequently, The Common European Framework 

stresses the cultural aspect of language learning. In the framework, seven cultural features are listed, which are 

important to be aware of as a learner of language. They are listed under the headline ’Sociocultural knowledge’ 

and are as follows: 

1. Everyday living, e.g. meal times and table manners 

2. Living conditions, e.g. living standards and welfare arrangements 

3. Interpersonal relations, e.g. class structure of society and relations between classes 

4. Values, beliefs and attitudes, e.g. social class and politics 

5. Body language 

6. Social conventions, e.g. punctuality and dress 

7. Ritual behaviour, e.g. celebrations and festivals 

(The Council of Europe, 2000)  

As has been brought up in this paper, the syllabus for English mentions the importance of cultural knowledge. 

Knowledge about culture does not only include for example literature and art, but also how people behave in 

different contexts and what are considered to be proper customs. The seven cultural features stated above, are 

referred to and summarized in the commentary. In addition, the commentary points out that the learner should 

acquire knowledge of the different contexts and parts of the world where English is spoken, in contrast to 

countries. This is an important point because of the fact that English is widely spread and thus spoken in more 

countries than where it is spoken as a first language. This puts the English language in a social context which is 

not limited by national borders. 

A third important topic mentioned in The Common European Framework is that of language awareness. The 

term language awareness refers to how conscious the user of language is of her/his own skills. Moreover, an 

overall understanding of the language and the ability to develop one’s own skills of the language in question is 

included in the definition. This is also one of the aims of the English subject in the Swedish upper secondary 

school. All these aspects of learning English as a foreign language are of course closely linked and are needed in 

order to reach a sufficient level of English in relation to the syllabus. 

 (Skolverket, 2011)  

2.3 Cultural studies  

When one thinks about cultural studies, perhaps traditional fields like ethnology, archaeology and anthropology 

come to mind. It is true that these fields do deal with cultural studies, but the reality is that the definition of 

cultural studies is much broader than that. So, how would one define cultural studies? In Barker (2010), the 

author defines this field of studies as an interdisciplinary field. What is meant by this is that perspectives from 

different fields of study need to be included in the definition of cultural studies in order to give it a somewhat 

accurate description, depending on the perspective of the research(er). In the current paper, the definition of 

cultural studies is viewed from a social constructive point of view in the context of language studies. There are a 
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few main concepts that can be identified within cultural studies, regardless of the specific field of study or 

perspective. Due to the perspective of this paper, emphasis is put on language as a main concept. 

What is meant by culture? Social construction offers a view of culture from the individuals point of view as an 

active agent brought into a social context.  In section 2.1. Social constructivism (p. 4), it has already been 

identified that we live in a social world, where the meaning differs depending on the individual who is actively 

making sense of her/his self and environment. Our understanding of the world is based on our interpretation of 

our social environment. It should be added that, because we are social creatures and belong to different groups, 

we do share certain views of the world with others. Culture is all the customs and habits that we practice on a 

daily basis, as well as our thoughts and values. Simply put, “Culture is concerned with questions of shared social 

meanings, that is, the various ways we make sense of the world.” (Barker, 2010, p. 7).  

Language is our main way of communication and it appears to us as something self-evident. Although, bearing 

in mind one of the rules of social construction, all members of a group are actively interpreting culturally bound 

conceptions.  The aim of conceptions, communicated through language, should be to create consensus of the 

cultural message and thus an understanding between people in the same or different groups in a society. The key 

issue is that language is intertwined with culture – and the other way around. Language is a reflection of culture, 

thus we use language as a medium to understand and then express the meaning we experience in our lives. In this 

way culture and language cannot be independent from each other (Barker, 2010). 

Language is bound to a cultural context. This means that language carries connotations that can only be 

understood by having knowledge of the culture in which the language is used. Barthes (1972, in Barker, 2010) 

argued that language is a signifier on two different levels: denotation and connotation. All words have a literal 

meaning, which is the denotative level of language. Connotation on the other hand, refers to the meaning carried 

in words which associates to a wider culturally bound message. Thus connotation means that a sign, i.e. words, 

have several meanings depending on the context. In a cultural context where the connotations are understood and 

shared, they have become naturalized. According to Barthes, when the naturalization of language occurs, the 

language has been taken to a second level by those who use it. 

2.3.1. Cultural studies in the English classroom 

When culture in the context of language studies is spoken of, communication is the key competence. According 

to Tornberg (2005) the term ‘communicative competence’ has been adapted to a large extent by the Swedish 

educational system concerning language teaching, much thanks to the work put in by the Council of Europe. 

Much of its focus on an early level of language learning has been on a communicative competence which 

enables students to communicate in everyday situations in a foreign language. Tornberg (2005) points out that 

communication plays a functional role in enabling an understanding between people. 

The syllabus for English in upper secondary school brings communicative competence to a higher level, 

regarding social mobility in different areas of society. As is pointed out in the syllabus, Lundahl (2009) also 

writes that communication includes many different competencies. Besides linguistic competencies, each person 

who is actively taking part in communication interprets the message differently depending on her/his 

experiences. Different aspects of communication, such as body language and understanding of underlying 

meanings, are contextually bound. Both Tornberg (2005) and Lundahl (2009) write that language and thus 

knowledge is bound to a situation. This is supported by the fact that languages are under constant change, due to 

new constructions. Language is culturally bound; different contexts give rise to differences in language, which 

alter the meaning of words and expressions (Burr, 2003).   

In the syllabus, listening is referred to as reception and is an important part of communication. Lundahl (2009) 

writes that students hear and thus listen to English both in school and outside of school. English can be seen and 
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heard on a daily basis in Sweden, thus English is available for learners through TV, music and video games. 

Listening is a one way communication, but is nonetheless important in enabling communication between people. 

A conversation often means the expression of personal thoughts and ideas which challenge the participant to 

both listen and understand what is being said. Consequently, a conversation is a way of communication which 

requires both listening and speaking. Lundahl (2012) notes the emphasis put on cultural knowledge in the new 

syllabus. Teaching should be based on sources like the internet and other media, which already are integrated in 

students’ everyday life, instead of only text books. The content should be negotiated between students and the 

teacher, a negotiation in which the author states that the integration of students’ interests is important.  

Brown (2007) writes that “The acquisition of a second language /…/ is also the acquisition of a second culture.” 

(p. 133). Kramsch (1993) writes that culture cannot only be summed up as national traits, but instead other 

factors must be taken into account, such as gender and age. The speaker of a language carries cultural 

characteristics, which can be important to be aware of when communicating with that person. Brown (2007) 

brings forth the important point that everyone has their own cultural identity. Cultural identity means that we all 

are a part of a culture, which has shaped our thoughts and even emotions. When a student of English 

communicates with a person in the English language, it is important to remember that language and culture are 

bound together. The spread of the English language means that what culture is in the English language context is 

a wide concept. 

According to Kramsch (1993), culture is always present in language learning. Since learning a new language 

also means the acquisition of a new culture, it is important to acknowledge that learning the meaning carried 

forth by the new language is more than a linguistic process. It is a process that requires new ways of thinking, in 

order to be able to understand the true meaning communicated through the language. In order to understand a 

new language in relation to our own language(s), a cultural context in which the language belongs is needed. As 

Williams and Burden (2010) have pointed out; by including a cultural context in language tasks, students are 

given the opportunity to discover the different meanings carried in the new language.   

2.4 Previous research 

Cenc and Bada (2010) have written about the position of the English language. The English language is in many 

ways perceived to be the lingua franca of today. A lingua franca is a language used to enable communication 

between groups of people that do not share the same mother tongue. English is used in many different fields, 

where people from different language backgrounds meet, such as tourism, diplomacy and computing. The reason 

for English acquiring the position of a world language can partly be proclaimed, according to the authors of the 

article, by giving a historical background of the English language. Sundqvist (2011) states that the 20
th

 century is 

marked by many factors that can be seen as a reason for the advancement of the English language towards 

becoming the lingua franca of today. These factors include politics and military power, as well as the spread of 

American and British pop culture. 

Ömer and Ali (2011) describe the way language and culture are intertwined: “All feelings and thoughts of a 

society are poured down into the language goblet and this holy goblet filled with language is presented to future 

generations.” (p. 257). What is meant by this is that language reflects culture and is passed on to new members 

of a society. In their study they asked teacher students which language skill (reading, writing, speaking or 

listening) was most positively affected by knowledge of the French culture. Speaking was the skill that got 

63,12% of the answers, in other words, the students believed that learning about culture had a positive impact on 

their speaking skills. Another question was whether the students benefit from having prior knowledge of the 

culture of the target language in question. All but two of the respondents’ answered yes to that question. The 

authors discuss that prior knowledge of culture can help the learner to understand e.g. idioms that are culturally 



11 

 

bound. Furthermore, the conclusion states that cultural studies in connection with language studies can work as 

motivation. This can work in two ways; the student’s skills are enhanced and also, it can be very helpful for the 

teachers to design varying lessons by using cultural elements in their planning. 

Nguyen and Kellogg (2010) examined how adults learning a new language not only learn the linguistic forms of 

English, but are also socialized together as a group in defining the meaning of certain words. The study’s focus is 

on peer learning and how they together change their view of the word ‘stereotype’ and renegotiate its meaning. 

Their data is a compilation of postings made by the students in a joined online forum, where they could discuss 

the contents of the course. The postings show how the students revalue and negotiate the meaning of the word 

‘stereotype’, in relation to each other, through active interaction.  In short, together they reconstruct the meaning 

in this particular social context, as a part of learning a new language. In their discussion and conclusion the 

authors deploy the idea that their study shows that learning new vocabulary involves more than its definition, for 

there are always underlying, culturally bound, meanings. Furthermore, the study shows that learning the cultural 

and social connotations of words is a process which takes place in relation to the self, in the company of others.  

Kramsch (1995) discusses cultural studies and its relation to language teaching and learning. Everyone is a part 

of and surrounded by culture. The author underpins the fact that people design laws and rules that create the 

norm which “…distinguishes cultural meaningfulness from natural randomness.” (Kramsch, 1995, p. 84). What 

is meant by this is that regardless of where one lives, the rules by which one thinks and behaves are constructed 

in a social context. These are mediated through language and this is why cultural studies should be of interest in 

the field of language teaching. In the last decades a more pragmatic view has been adopted to the field of 

language studies and thus the cultural component has been acknowledged. The focus has been local though, 

meaning that it only scratched the surface of how people interact in everyday situations. Entering the field of a 

new language opens the door to a whole new cultural context. Thus, Kramsch brings forth the idea that language 

teachers should attain and be defined not only by their language skills, but also their knowledge of culture.  

Sundqvist (2011) states in her thesis that Swedish 9
th

 graders are exposed to and take part in Extramural English, 

i.e. students are in contact with English outside of school, which has a positive effect on their language 

competences. She writes that English is given much dominance in the Swedish media. To be precise, playing 

videogames, reading books and surfing the Internet, where students have to rely on their language competences 

and produce written and spoken English, enhance students’ oral proficiency and vocabulary. This contact with 

English and thus the creation of a possible learning situation can be intentional or unintentional. Activities as 

listening to music, watching TV and movies regard more listening and input, but as the author mentions, it does 

not mean that they do not enhance students’ proficiency. Rather, by combining them with meaningful tasks that 

require interaction and production, students can learn more English. As English is taught from an early age in 

Swedish school, the author stresses that according to her findings, it is important that teachers become aware that 

students engage in English outside school. She points out that by doing so, teachers can pay more attention to 

students as individuals by focusing on their interests and needs. An interesting finding in her study is that 

students believe that they learn more English in school than outside school. Sundqvist points out that English is 

not a foreign language anymore, but should be viewed more like a second language (Viberg, 2000:28-30, in 

Sundqvist, 2011).   
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3. Methodology 

Qualitative research aims to widen the understanding of a phenomenon; starting with the individual’s experience. 

This study has a qualitative approach, because the focus is on the individual’s experiences, instead of 

generalizations regarding a large group of people (Trost, 2010).  The aim of this study is to find out if cultural 

studies can enhance students’ communicative competence in English and thus broaden our understanding of how 

students benefit from knowledge about culture. Therefore, in order to establish and map out a plausible answer 

or explanation, it is of interest to explore students’ knowledge of the culture in English speaking areas and 

countries and the relation to their ability to communicate. According to social constructivism, all experiences are 

individual and therefore the choice of research method in this essay is the qualitative interview. Furthermore, 

since the syllabus for the level 5 English course in the Swedish upper secondary is of great importance in this 

paper, a text analysis in the shape of content analysis has been carried out. 

3.1 Qualitative interview 

Johansson and Svedner (2010) distinguish between two types of interviews; the structured interview and the 

qualitative interview. The later one has been used in this essay. What defines a qualitative interview is that the 

topics of the questions are decided beforehand, but the actual questions and the order of them may vary. 

Moreover, the authors underpin that the questions in a qualitative interview should not be too abstract or focus 

on ‘why’. Instead, the interviewee should be encouraged to describe actual examples of experience. The goal is 

to get as exhaustive answers as possible.   

The choice to conduct interviews was motivated by mainly two reasons. Firstly, along the lines of social 

construction and thus the focus on the meaning constructed by the individual, interviewing students is considered 

to be the best way to find out their individual experiences. As Trost (2010) puts it, words are sounds with a 

meaning that become symbols when they are shared and understood by others. Secondly, the nature of the 

questions concerning the aim of this paper, are best understood in a situation where follow-up questions can be 

applied. Every individual carries different experiences which alter the questions asked to find out their meaning. 

An important point related to interviewing is the role of the interviewer. Trost (2010) underpins that an interview 

is always a meeting between two or more people and that this cannot be disregarded. Therefore, it is important 

that the interviewer remains professional throughout the whole interview. Being professional includes that the 

interviewer keeps in mind the aim of the study, sees to it that the interviewee is comfortable in the situation and, 

perhaps most importantly, that the interviewer remains open-minded to the answers (Langemar, 2008). Again, 

Johansson & Svedner (2010) stress the importance of not asking too abstract questions, but instead, focusing on 

questions the interviewee can answer based on personal experience. All these points help to ensure that the 

research is heading towards the right direction, which is to gain knowledge of the research field in question.  

3.2 Text analysis 

Within education, the steering documents can be read and analyzed differently depending on the purpose of the 

study. Inspiration for this paper was taken from Bergstedt (2011), who used different methods in his research, 

one of them being text analysis which he used to analyze the syllabus in relation to his topic. There are different 

kinds of text analysis and the one used in this paper is content analysis. Depending on if the research is 

quantitative or qualitative the content analysis can be used in different ways. Due to the current paper having a 
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qualitative approach a qualitative content analysis has been carried out. To analyze what is written is used as an 

attempt to see what is meant in a text. In this way, a content analysis can be used to discover themes in the text 

of choice (Bergström & Boréus, 2010). In this study a text is analyzed based on the purpose of and in relation to 

the research questions.  

3.3 Selection and material 

The qualitative interviews in this paper are based on interviews with five students. The interviewees had to 

match two different criteria; they all had to belong to the same educational context of being students in the first 

year of upper secondary school studies in Sweden as well of being students of English. The reasons for the 

criteria were that they should attend the level 5 English course. After deciding the criteria, the respondents within 

the sampling frame were selected according to a convenience sample, for a colleague of the researcher who 

works in an upper secondary school was contacted.  

All five students attend an upper secondary school in a municipality of Stockholm. Three of the interviewees 

were 16 years of age and two were 17 years of age. They all studied social science and were divided between 

two programs; behavioural science and social science. Three of the interviewees were female and two male. All 

but one had Swedish as their mother tongue and all five studied a modern language besides English, either 

French or Spanish. Furthermore, all five students would also attend the level 6 English course and all showed an 

interest in choosing the level 7 English course as an individual choice.  

The interviews were conducted in Swedish, due to the age of the interviewees, in order to get as exhaustive 

answers as possible. The interviews were conducted in April and the level 5 English course had started in August 

the previous semester. The interview questionnaire consisted of topics of questions and a few possible follow-up 

questions. Due to the nature of the qualitative interview the order of the questions as well as the follow up 

questions varied in each interview. Some examples are “If you think back to your level 5 English course, what 

kind of tasks have you had in the course?” and “Do you have an example of a situation when your knowledge of 

English enabled you to communicate in English?”. For a report of the interview questionnaire, see appendix 1.  

The selection of material for the text analysis is the syllabus for the level 5 English course in the Swedish upper 

secondary school. The syllabus is directly relevant to the research questions and thus necessary in the analysis to 

create a link between the students’ experiences and the educational context they belong too. Moreover, the 

researcher is very familiar with the material. An example of the chosen themes of analysis is “How is the 

integration of cultural studies expressed in the syllabus?”. For a report of the coding schedule and the analysis 

see appendix 2.  

3.4 Procedure 

A teacher in an upper secondary school was contacted, who then agreed to help with finding students who could 

be interviewed.  Breakwell, Hammond, Fife-Schaw and Smith (2008) bring forth the importance of giving the 

respondents all the necessary information about the study. Therefore, the students were briefed about the terms 

of the interview before accepting to participate. This was done by the researcher when the students were in class. 

The interviews were carried out in the school that the students attend, in a small meeting room, sitting by a table 

opposite from each other. Before beginning the students were reminded that they can stop the interview when 

they want. The interviewer used as equipment a dictaphone which enabled the recording of the interviews. A 

dictaphone is small which reduces the distraction of the interviewee. Also, it is avoided that the interviewer 

filters the material by only taking notes, an action which in itself can distract the interviewee. Furthermore, 
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pauses and intonation can reveal more than only choice of words. (Johansson & Svedner, 2010). The interviews 

were 10-15 minutes long. 

3.5 Validity and reliability 

In research it is of high priority to carry out the study in a manner that ensures validity and reliability. The term 

validity originally derives from quantitative research, where it aims to guarantee that what is being measured is 

actually measured. In qualitative research validity has a slightly different definition, but is nonetheless of special 

importance, for it means that the research is investigating what is supposed to be the aim of the study. In short, 

that the study intends to answers the research questions (Hayes, 2000). Reliability means that the study can be 

replicated. Again, the definition differs slightly between quantitative and qualitative research. In the first one 

which deals with measurement, reliability sees to that the study is carried out in a way that the results can be 

repeated. Within qualitative research the results are never the same twice, but the way in which the research is 

carried out can be replicated and thus data can be added to the same field of study (Hayes, 2000). 

In the current study, it is pertinent to discuss validity in relation to the interview schedule and the interviewer. As 

mentioned in the beginning of this section, the interviewer should be professional in the interview situation. By 

doing so, the validity of the study can be ensured to a considerable degree. By letting the interviewee be the 

focus of the interview, the aim of the study can be reached. Furthermore, as mentioned, the recording of the 

interviews avoids distractions and the focus can remain on the interviewees even in the analysis process. An 

important part of the analysis is the transcription of the recorded interviews which further ensures the validity. 

Besides the interviewer, this is also done by having a ready interview schedule with clear topics. (Langemar, 

2008).  

Concerning the content analysis, validity and reliability are also of importance. The purpose of the analysis is to 

make themes that are related to the research questions explicit, so it is important that the recording units are used 

consistently. This ensures validity. Concerning reliability, another researcher should be able to repeat the content 

analysis, why a clear description of the analysis process should be included in the study (Bergström & Boréus, 

2010). 

3.5 Ethical considerations 

The ethical considerations are based on four demands that ought to be noted by the researcher and respected in 

relation to the interviewees (Johansson & Svedner, 2010). The first two demands state that the respondent should 

be informed of the aim of the research. This includes letting them know the purpose of the research, that their 

participation is entirely voluntary and that they should give their consent of participation. The last point also 

means that they can withdraw from participating any time they wish. The other two demands deal with 

confidentiality and how the gathered information may be used.  The interviewee’s identity must be kept 

confidential and used in a way that their identities cannot be revealed. The information gathered may only be 

used for the purpose of the appointed research. (Vetenskapsrådet, 1990)  

3.6 Methods of analysis 

The process of analysing the interviews was as follows. Firstly, each interview was transcribed, to enable a more 

accurate description of data and thereafter an analysis (Johansson & Svedner, 2010). The chosen method of 

analysis in this paper was thematic analysis. This was done in two steps. First step of the analysis was that each 
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interview was read and analysed individually, according to the social constructive perspective which puts its 

focus on the individual’s experiences (Burr, 2003). This was done by marking answers concerning the research 

questions and choosing quotes that highlighted the connection between the individual’s experiences. After that, 

the second step was to analyse all the material thematically, by categorizing the answers in relation to each 

research question. Similarities and differences in all five interviewees’ answers were looked at and put together. 

By following the steps of the thematic analysis, the transcripts were re-examined in relation to the discovered 

themes (Hayes, 2000). In the final analysis, the interviews were noted both individually and together, in order to 

reach an understandable and intelligible result according to each research question.  

The process of analysing the syllabus was as follows. According to Bergström and Boréus (2010) the chosen 

material should be relevant to the study and also, before beginning the analysis, the researcher should be at least 

a little familiar with the material. Next step is to construct an instrument of analysis, that is, a coding schedule. 

The coding schedule consists of recording units, which in this case are themes chosen according to the research 

questions (see appendix 2).  The coding schedule is used throughout the analysis. When the analysis of the 

syllabus was done, the results were put in relation to the interviewees’ answers to see possible relationships or 

discrepancies. 
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4. Results  

4.1 Results from student interviews 

Students’ experiences of the integration of cultural studies in the level 5 

English course 

Each interview started with the same question, by the students being asked about the type of tasks in the level 5 

English course they attend. All five interviewees, S1-5 were unanimous in the first part of their answers; 

grammar tasks. S5 said that we have worked much with grammar, especially with work sheets with texts where 

you have to fill in the gap
3
 and S1 said that they had just had had a grammar test. After that the answers varied 

some. S2, S3 and S4 had read books which they had to analyse. S3 also had watched a movie and written a film 

review. Three of the interviewees said that they had practiced speaking, which S4 specified by claiming we 

practiced speaking by role plays. S3 mentioned that she had done a group project about Madagascar, in which 

they had to …make an in depth study of a country where English is spoken and later present it in class. 

All five interviewees were asked the same follow up question, namely if any of the tasks mentioned had taught 

them anything about the culture in areas or countries where English is spoken. Three of the interviewees gave a 

negative answer, two by stating a simple no to the question. S1 gave a more elaborative answer by saying no not 

yet, it is mostly repetition so far and later also stating that we learn much of the basics, I think it is because the 

teachers need to know everyone’s level, because we come from different schools. One of the two positive 

answers was by S2, who said that they had had some listening exercises where they heard different dialects and 

discussed where they come from. S3, who had done the group project about Madagascar, said that …we worked 

a little with culture, but I had wished to hear more from the teacher, it would have been interesting.   

Students’ experiences of culture in English speaking areas and countries 

and communicating in English 

In order to make visible a potential relationship between knowledge of culture and the ability to communicate in 

English, the questions were carried out in several steps. The interviewees were asked about their knowledge of 

culture, which was done for two reasons: to see how they think about culture and to make way for relevant 

follow-up questions. They were also asked to give examples of situations where they have communicated in 

English. Due to their answers regarding the first research question, it was also of interest to find out where they 

had gained the knowledge of communication in English. A new theme was discovered, namely that students gain 

knowledge about culture in English speaking areas and countries outside school, which added a dimension to the 

second research question.  

The students were asked what comes to mind when they think about culture in English speaking areas or 

countries. The answers to that question varied some. S1 answered that she thinks about the unhealthy food 

culture in both Great Britain and America. S2 had a different kind of answer, in which he firstly claimed that he 

thinks about Great Britain and USA, but that he is aware of the existence of different colonies that were taken 

over by Great Britain. Then he continued by saying that English is quite big, most countries in Europe speak at 

least a little English. English culture adds to one’s general knowledge. The thoughts S3 had concerning culture 

in English speaking areas and countries were Great Britain, mainly London and tea drinking. What came into 

                                                      
3 Since the interviews were conducted in Swedish, the students’ answers have been transcribed and then 

translated to English and thus paraphrased by the researcher.  



17 

 

S4’s mind were movies and big cities with long streets and shops. The final interviewee, S5, thought about 

movies and music, mostly from USA, due to as he said …I listen to blues and hiphop.  

The students were asked to give examples of situations when they had communicated in English. All five 

interviewees gave a unanimous answer, which was that they had communicated in English abroad. S1 and S3 

had both travelled to England, were they had communicated in English in situations where they had to order in 

restaurants and cafés. Also, they had to ask for information or the way.  S1 said that I think it is easy to order 

food and carry on small conversations in English. S2 had been on a school trip to Italy, where he had met many 

Italian students of his own age. He told that …I had much use of my English /…/ but my English was better than 

theirs so when I spoke English I had to take it down to a level so that they could understand me. S4 had only 

travelled to non-English speaking countries, like Thailand, but she also stated that she communicated in English 

when she ordered food. S5, who speaks Mandinka at home, says that when I am in Gambia I use both English 

and Mandinka to communicate but also that If you meet tourists here who ask for the way, you are able to help 

them in English. 

When asked where they had acquired their communicative competence, the students’ answers shifted between 

two options: in school and outside school. S1 claimed that her knowledge of culture comes from movies and 

documentaries, but that her basic skills of speaking have been learned in school. S3 agrees that school has given 

her a solid ground to stand on, but on the other hand, since she has been to England three times, she has learned 

many useful phrases first-hand. …you remember more than if you hear English during a lesson, she says and 

continues that …In England you learn how they behave towards other people. She also adds that TV-series are 

good when you don’t read the subtitles and at the same time they can function as support when you are 

uncertain of the meaning. S4 believes she learns how to communicate in school but also by watching TV: …one 

learns from TV without thinking about it, how they speak and so on, so I think it is both. S2 believed that the 

reason he could communicate so well when he was in Italy on the school trip, was because …if I hadn’t studied 

English since the fourth grade, I could not speak it so well. Later on, he says that he learns a lot by hearing 

English on TV and in movies. S5 expressed that English lessons in school are quite boring and that he indeed 

learns more in his free-time. I learn more when I watch movies and listen to music /…/ I am more focused when I 

am interested in something and also it’s like with Swedish; you learn it by hearing it all the time and using it.  

Students’ experiences of that knowledge of culture enhances their 

communicative competence in English 

Four of the interviewees gave a positive answer when asked if they think that knowledge of culture enhances 

their ability to communicate in English. S1 gave an example from her Spanish class, where they made projects 

about countries in South America which gave her a greater understanding of Spanish speaking culture. S2 

thought about his trip to Italy where he had communicated in English and said that …in school we watch film 

clips with native English speakers who discuss different matters and I learn a lot from that /…/ it makes me feel 

more comfortable with my English. Furthermore, he pointed out again that knowledge of English adds to one’s 

general knowledge. S3 added to her earlier comment about observing how people in England behave, that …you 

learn a lot when you are there and you dare to speak. S5 referred to his earlier comment about what comes to 

mind concerning culture and said that I learn more on my own and I can communicate with people who do not 

speak Swedish. S4 could not give a straight answer to the question; she thought about it but was not sure. 
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4.2 Results from the text analysis 

The integration of cultural studies expressed in the syllabus 

The syllabus for level 5 English course points out the position of the English language by stating that: ”Det 

engelska språket omger oss i vardagen och används inom skilda områden som kultur, politik, utbildning och 

ekonomi.”
4
.  Furhermore, one of the aims of the subjects should be to give students the opportunity to learn more 

about “...livsvillkor, samhällsfrågor och kulturella företeelser i olika sammanhang och delar av världen där 

engelska används.”
5
.  Also, the surrounding world should be used as a resource when teaching English. Further 

down in the syllabus it is stated that the content of communication should be knowledge of the above mentioned 

areas where English is used. 

The relationship between knowledge of culture and communicative 

competence expressed in the syllabus 

The syllabus for level 5 English course states that knowledge of English ”ökar individens möjligheter att ingå i 

sociala och kulturella sammanhang och att delta i ett globaliserat studie- och arbetsliv.”
6
. This can be achieved 

by teaching English in order to ”att eleverna utvecklar språk- och omvärldskunskaper så att de kan, vill och 

vågar använda engelska i olika situationer och för skilda syften.”
7
. Furthermore, the subject of English should 

enable students to discuss matters like everyday living conditions and cultural phenomenon in parts of the world 

where English is spoken. Also, being able to adjust the language depending on the situation and who is the 

receiver. 

Students’ awareness of their communicative competence expressed in 

the syllabus  

The syllabus for level 5 English course states that students should be given the opportunity to develop a certainty 

regarding their language competences. Furthermore, ”Undervisningen ska dessutom bidra till att eleverna 

utvecklar språklig medvetenhet och kunskaper om hur man lär sig språk i och utanför undervisningen.”
8
.  

Teaching students how to acquire and adopt knowledge is one of the purposes of the English subject, in order to 

gain information, knowledge and experiences. 

4.3 Data analysis 

In this section the results of student interviews and the text analysis of the syllabus for the level 5 English course 

are analyzed together, according to the research questions.  

                                                      
4 The English language is a part of our everyday life and is used in different parts of society, such as 

culture, politics, education and economics. (own translation) 

5 Living conditions, matters concerning society and cultural phenomenon in different contexts and parts of 

the world where English is used. (own translation) 

6 Enhances the individual’s possibilities to be a part of social and cultural contexts and participate in a 

globalized study and job market. (own translation) 

7 Students acquire and develop knowledge about the language and the world so that they can, are willing 

to and dare to use English in different contexts and for different purposes. (own translation) 

8 Education should also add to students’ language awareness and knowledge of how one learns a language 

in and outside school. (own translation) 
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The integration of cultural studies in the level 5 English course 

In the syllabus it is written that English is a part of our everyday life and that it is used in many different contexts 

and that knowledge of these contexts can broaden the individuals understanding of the world. Furthermore, the 

syllabus states that in the level 5 course knowledge about living conditions, cultural phenomenon should be 

included. This could be one way of widening the individual’s understanding of the world. Based on the students’ 

experiences, only two mentioned a task in which cultural studies was integrated in their level 5 English course. 

S2 mentioned a listening task where they learned about different dialects and their origin. Different dialects arise 

in different parts of the English speaking world and the cultural component ought to be relevant. S3 had made a 

group project about an English speaking area; however, she mentioned that …I would have liked to hear more 

from the teacher, it would have been interesting. This implies that she would have wanted to learn more about 

the culture in her chosen country and also the belief that she would have learned more if the teacher had played a 

more active role.  

The relationship between knowledge of culture in English speaking areas 

and countries and students’ communicative competence in English 

According to the students’ answers in this study, they have some knowledge of culture and they have been able 

to communicate in English. According to the syllabus, students’ should not only learn about culture but also 

acquire the communicative competence needed to have use of their cultural knowledge. Moreover, the 

knowledge of culture could be a subject of conversation. This will make the students more comfortable in their 

use of English. Regarding S1 and S3, both had travelled to England, which coincides with their answer regarding 

their knowledge of culture, and both of them stated that they were able to communicate in English in everyday 

situations. S1 was more comfortable ordering in restaurants due to what she had learned in school and also due 

to her knowledge of the food culture which she had learned from movies and TV. S3 stated that being in England 

taught her useful phrases and also how to use them, because …In England you learn how they behave towards 

other people. This implies that behaviour and use of language go together and depend on the context. Both S1 

and S3 showed that they could communicate in English and adjust their language depending on the situation and 

receiver. 

S2 stated that English culture adds to one’s general knowledge and also that it was interesting to hear different 

dialects during English lesson. His experiences from Italy showed proof that he was able to understand, follow 

and reply to spoken language, even one with Italian influences. This can be an indication that he is receptive to 

spoken language and is able to communicate successfully. However, it is not clear that his cultural knowledge 

has a direct effect on his communicative competence, because his definition of culture is such a general one. S4 

claimed to be comfortable in communicating in English with others who do not speak English as their first 

language and thus showing that she could make herself understood and understand others, although it was not 

clear if knowledge of culture helped her in this. S5’s knowledge had more to do with his interests, like sub 

cultures deriving from the USA concerning his music taste, therefore a clear relationship between his knowledge 

of culture and his ability to communicate in English cannot be inferred. On the other hand, he had examples of 

different social contexts where he had been able to communicate in English, which shows that he understands 

that different situations arise in different contexts where he can communicate in English.  

Students’ experiences of knowledge of culture and its enhancement of 

their communicative competence in English 

As this study aims to explore if knowledge of culture can enhance students’ communicative competence, it is 

interesting to see if the students themselves think that it affects their ability to communicate. The syllabus states 

clearly that students ought to be aware of their language competences and also, that students’ should learn how 
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to acquire knowledge in and outside school. Four of the interviewees gave answers which indicated that they 

believe there to be a connection between their knowledge of culture and ability to communicate in English, but 

only three them could explain why they think that. S1 gave an example based on her Spanish studies in which 

she had worked with culture in language class, indicating that she sees a relation between cultural knowledge 

and language, also by claiming that this was lacking in her level 5 English course. Both S2 and S3 mentioned 

that knowledge of culture, particularly how native speakers communicate with each other, helps them with their 

ability to communicate. S2 said that seeing clips where native speakers discuss …makes me feel more 

comfortable with my English and S3 claimed that being in England made her …dare to speak. This shows an 

awareness of that observing how others use a language in a cultural context can help with one’s own language 

competences.  

S5 also said that he thinks that knowledge of culture helps him to communicate in English. How was not clear 

though. S5 believes that he learns more in his free-time than in school and seems to understand the versatility of 

language, based on his different experiences of using his languages. In short, according to him, he learns outside 

school. Furthermore, as has already been brought up, the students showed an awareness of that, for example, 

watching TV can help them to learn more English. However, it is hard to say if it is a matter of acquiring 

linguistic skills or knowledge of culture which in turn can help them to communicate. Moreover, S2 also showed 

an awareness of his competences by being able to alter his English so that the students in Italy could understand 

him.  
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5. Discussion 

5.1 Methodology Discussion 

The qualitative interview is considered to be the right choice of method in relation to the study’s research 

questions. Interviewing students in the ages 16-17, it enabled the adjustment of questions to the course of each 

interview, which coincides with the choice of theoretical framework in this paper. Regarding the results, 

although the interviewees were of the opinion that knowledge of culture enhances their communicative 

competence, making the relationships explicit, as well as describing the claimed awareness of the relationship, 

proved to be a challenge. The researcher is aware of this and its possible effects on the validity. 

5.2 Result Discussion 

The over-all aim of this paper is to explore if there is a relationship between knowledge of culture and 

communicative competence. The choice of social constructivism as the theoretical framework in this paper was 

made because the ideas go together with how culture is defined today. Culture is not constant; on the contrary, it 

is ever changing. In the present section, the research questions will be discussed with the help of the background 

and previous research in the order they can be found in the first section.  

Is cultural studies integrated in the context of language studies in the 

level 5 English course in the Swedish upper secondary school? 

Kramsch (1993, 1995) raises interesting questions concerning the role of cultural studies in the language 

classroom. She infers that the rules by which people think and behave are constructed and mediated through 

language. This intertwined relationship between our social context and our use of language is a reason why 

cultural studies, according to Kramsch, should be integrated and made explicit in the language classroom. The 

new syllabus for English conveys a similar view of the integration of cultural studies in the English classroom. 

This in turn is based on The Common European Framework, in which much focus is put on sociolinguistic 

competence. According to the present study, very little of cultural studies is included in the context of level 5 

English course. The students’ experiences of the tasks included in their level 5 English course do not show much 

integration of cultural studies. Of course, this is a study based on a small sample, so no generalizations can be 

made. Nonetheless, it is an interesting result considering the emphasis on cultural knowledge in the new 

syllabus. The descriptions of the tasks were grammar exercises and other individual tasks, such as reading and 

analyzing both books and movies. Three of the students said that knowledge of culture was not at all a part of 

their level 5 English course. Two of the students could give one example each of a task that according to them 

had included cultural studies; S2 referred to a listening task regarding different dialects and S3 a group project 

about an English speaking country.  To sum up, almost none of the examples of tasks regard culture, interaction 

or creating meaning in the target language to broaden the students’ perspectives. 

According to Willliams and Burden (2010), students should be engaged in tasks where they can create meaning 

of and in the target language. Moreover, every learner is an individual, as well as every teacher who chooses the 

tasks for students. Tornberg (2005) points out that interaction is a good way to acquire language. Every student 

brings different competences to the English classroom, depending on their experiences and previous knowledge 

and through interaction these competences can be shared with others. By integrating cultural studies in the 

language classroom, tasks with a clear cultural context can be created, which will enable students to acquire new 

perspectives in connection to the target language. It is difficult to know the reason why so little cultural studies is 
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integrated in the case of the interviewees’ level 5 English courses. One of the students mentioned that since all 

students come from different schools, perhaps the teacher needs to find out the level of English in the class. This 

is a plausible explanation considering that all students carry different competences that in turn are affected by 

their former teachers and school contexts. Another interesting point connected to teachers is S3’s comment that 

she would have liked to hear more about the culture in her chosen country by the teacher. Kramsch (1995) 

reflects that teachers of language should also be teachers of culture. One way of achieving this could be to follow 

the new syllabus and use culture as a means to teach English.  

Is there a relationship between knowledge of culture in English speaking 

areas and countries and students’ communicative competence in 

English?  

Brown (2007) has pointed out that when learning a new language, one is also learning a new culture. According 

to Barker (2010), culture includes all our habits and traditions and “...the various ways we make sense of the 

world.” (p. 7). This coincides with what Burr (2003) writes, namely that we carry concepts laid out for us when 

we become members of society. Previous research shows that integrating cultural studies in the language 

classroom can help students enhance their competences in the target language. Ömer and Ali (2010) write that 

culture and language are intertwined because language is a reflection of culture and according to the respondents 

of their study prior knowledge of French culture helped them in their language studies. The integration of 

cultural studies is especially important in the English language classroom, because of two reasons. Firstly, as is 

stated by Svartvik (2005), Cenc and Bada (2010) and Sundqvist (2011), English has acquired the position of 

today’s lingua franca. This makes it important to teach about the many cultures in which English is spoken, in 

order to increase the individual’s opportunities of social mobility. Secondly, it is important to point out that the 

cultural context concerning the English language is a wide concept, due to the wide spread of the language. 

Nguyen and Kellogg (2010) show with their study that through interaction students can together create meaning 

of and in the target language. According to the new syllabus, knowledge of culture should both be used as means 

of teaching the English language as well as be a goal of communication. Furthermore, knowledge of culture will 

enable the individual to move in different social and cultural contexts, and take part in educational and work 

related contexts. But as the discussion of the first research question shows, according to this study, very little 

cultural studies is integrated in the level 5 English course. Nevertheless, the students’ answers show that they do 

have knowledge of culture in English speaking areas and countries. This added an unexpected dimension to this 

second research question. Where they had acquired knowledge of culture will be taken into account in the 

discussion of the relationship between knowledge of culture and communicative competence.  

In this study, the students’ answers regarding where they had acquired the cultural knowledge can be divided in 

two areas: the media and travels abroad. Regarding media, all of the students in this study mentioned TV, movies 

and/or music as a source of culture. These can be considered activities of one-way communication, as Lundahl 

(2009) puts it. Furthermore, Lundahl (2009) also writes that listening is a part of communication, for a 

conversation requires both listening and speaking. Sundqvist’s (2011) extended study showed that students 

indeed enhance their proficiency of English by engaging in extramural English. Even though activities of one 

way communication do not require production, she mentions that activities which regard listening and input can 

also enhance students’ competences. Perhaps one way of doing so would be to apply a social constructivist 

perspective on the matter and create tasks in the language classroom based on media, which would enable 

students to discuss culture in interaction with other students. This is supported by Lundahl (2012), who writes in 

accordance to the new syllabus that one way of including the cultural aspect in teaching English is by using 

media as a source of information.  
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According to social construction, our experiences are individual and sum up to the knowledge we carry with us, 

which we then put into use by being active agents in different contexts. Regarding travels, not only did some 

students learn more about culture but all five interviewees had examples of communicating in English while 

abroad. S1 and S3 had both travelled to England and communicated in English. Both students had experiences 

that show that their communicative competence was enhanced by knowledge of culture. Their experiences of 

communication were set in a context, where they were given the opportunity to experience and practice a new 

culture. Furthermore, their successful communication can be viewed as that they had acquired the connotative 

level of language, as it is put by Barthes (1972, in Barker, 2010). S2 had showed his communicative competence 

in a different kind of context, by being able to adjust his language depending on with whom he communicated. 

Even though a clear relationship between his knowledge of culture and communicative competence cannot be 

mapped out, his own thoughts about English as a subject that adds to one’s general knowledge implies that 

communication based on cultural knowledge is plausible in his case. Furthermore, he claimed that studying 

English from an early age has enabled him to communicate in English, exemplified by the tasks concerning 

different dialects and spoken English. Both S1 and S3 also mentioned that they have learned English in school, 

which has given them a solid ground to stand on. S4, who had been able to communicate in English, although a 

connection between her communicative competence and knowledge of culture cannot be made, believed that she 

had learned much in school. S5, who found the tasks in school quite boring, seemed convinced that he learns 

languages, both Swedish and English, outside school. One conclusion that can be inferred is that perhaps school 

gives the students tools to acquire cultural knowledge, more than actually teaching them about culture. 

Moreover, perhaps students learn the basics of communication in the language classroom which the students can 

successfully use outside school. One solution to this is as mentioned in the above paragraph: using media to 

integrate cultural studies in the form of spoken and written English. Tasks ought to be created that can both teach 

the students about culture and at the same time enhance their competences. 

Do students believe that knowledge of culture enhances their ability to 

communicate in English? 

As has been mentioned by Brown (2007), the acquisition of a new language opens the door to new cultural 

contexts. Ömer and Ali (2010) show in their study that students of French believe that knowledge about the 

French culture helps them with their language studies and that, in particular, it has a positive impact on their 

speaking skills. Awareness of one’s own language competences is one of the aims of the English subject, which 

also includes knowing how to gain more knowledge. This is not only an aim of the subject of English but also 

for the curriculum of the Swedish upper secondary school. Along the lines of identity development according to 

Ropo (2009), the individual should develop competences that can be of help in finding her/his role in society. 

This is also important in The Common European Framework, which views the individual as an active agent. In 

the present study, four of the students gave an affirmative answer when asked if knowledge of culture enhances 

their communicative competence. In the case of S3, she herself made a connection between culturally bound 

behavior and language, which shows a level of awareness. Moreover, she knew how to acquire that knowledge 

and put it into use. S1 had gone through a similar process of language awareness, by being able to communicate 

in English with the help of her cultural knowledge. S2 also agreed to there being a relationship, even though 

according to the analysis in this study a clear relationship could not be inferred. Nonetheless, his own opinion of 

the matter indicates that he understands there to be a connection. The same applies to S5, who listened to music 

and watched movies and believed to learn more English outside school.  

According to social construction, we are all active agents in the practice of culture, a process in which the whole 

person ought to be involved and in which language is our way of expressing ourselves. Together, they sum up to 

our cultural identity, which shapes us into who we are. Moreover, we create a sense of belonging by 

communicating with others. It is through language that we are able to express our thoughts and feelings, to 
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ourselves and others around us. Finally, this means that language competence is very important, as well as an 

awareness of the relationship between language and culture.  

5.3 Reflection and future research 

In an overview of the theoretical background and steering documents, most importantly the syllabus for level 5 

English course in the Swedish upper secondary school, much can be found about the importance of integrating 

cultural studies in the English language classroom. In today’s globalized world knowledge of culture will 

enhance the individual’s development according to different aspects; language competence, social mobility and 

thus finding ones place in society. We are all individuals who are a part of different social and cultural contexts, 

in which we are active agents. Language is our means of communication in these different contexts, why the 

enhancement of communicative competence is important. Education should enable development accordingly, by 

focusing on the individual’s experiences as a starting point for further development. One way of doing this is to 

enlighten the intricate relationship between language and culture in the English classroom.  

The results of the present study were partially unexpected, due to the small amount of cultural studies integrated 

in level 5 English course according to the students. This highlighted the amount of English students engage in 

outside of school, which made the discussion of how to use that in the English classroom both interesting and 

relevant. Furthermore, along the lines of this study only two of the students’ experiences could make out a clear 

relationship between knowledge and culture. This result can partially be referred to matters already discussed in 

the method discussion. A connection can also be made to the first and last research question of this study, 

namely that by not integrating cultural studies in the English classroom, students have difficulties seeing the 

intricate relationship between language and culture. This can be seen as further cause to integrate cultural studies 

in the English classroom. 

As a personal reflection, I would like to mention that as a new teacher of English who recently started working in 

an upper secondary school, conducting this study from a social constructivist perspective has helped me with two 

things. Firstly, viewing my new profession from a social constructivist perspective has enabled me to find ways 

to focus on the individual learner as much as possible. Throughout my university studies I have been told how 

important it is to acknowledge every individual student, without really being told how this can be done. By 

applying a social constructivist perspective, it is easier for me to view my students as individuals. Secondly, I 

have become more aware of how much my own experiences affect the tasks I choose for my students.   

Regarding future research, first of all it should be mentioned that it would be interesting to conduct the same 

research with a larger sample, especially in a few years. This would perhaps give a different result regarding the 

first research question, because teachers would have had more time to work according to the new syllabus, and 

see if that has an effect on students’ answers regarding the other two research question. Also, it would of course 

be interesting to interview teachers about how culture can be integrated in the English classroom. Moreover, a 

closer view of different material that can be used to integrate cultural studies would be both useful and 

interesting, with focus on the different competences and the relationship with the material. Also, including the 

national tests would be of interest, especially regarding competences as listening, which still is one part. Luckily, 

as a teacher I can work with these questions continuously and gain new experiences which will enable me to 

create meaningful tasks for my students. 
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Appendix 1 

Interview Questionnaire 

 

Pay close attention to their experiences, so you can ask follow-up questions! 

Remember to give the interviewees time to think! 

 

Name? / Namn? 

Age? / Ålder? 

Study program? / Inriktning? 

How many English courses will you attend in upper secondary school? / Hur många engelskakurser ska du läsa 

under din gymnasietid? 

How many languages do you speak? How well? / Hur många språk talar du? Hur väl? 

 

1. If you think back to your level 5 English course, what kind of tasks have you had in the course? 

Follow up question: Has any of these taught you about culture in English speaking areas and 

countries?/Om du tänker tillbaka på din engelska 5 kurs, vilken typ av uppgifter har ni fått i 

kursen?  Följdfråga: Har någon av uppgifterna lärt dig mer om kulturen i engelskspråkiga 

områden och länder? 

2. If you think of the culture in areas and countries where English is spoken, what comes to mind? 

Follow up questions: Where have you learned it? How (School, TV, travels etc)?/ Om du tänker 

kring kulturen i områden och lander där engelska talas, vad tänker du på då? / Följdfrågor: Var 

har du lärt dig det? Hur (Skolan, TV, resor etc)? 

3.  Do you have an example of a situation when your knowledge of English has enabled you to 

communicate in English? / Har du något exempel på en situation då dina kunskaper i engelska 

har gjort att du har kunnat kommunicera på engelska? 

4.  Do you think that knowledge about culture in English speaking areas and countries enables you 

to learn more English? Can you give an example? / Tror du att kunskap om kulturen i 

engelsktalande områden och länder gör att du kan lära dig mer engelska? Kan du ge ett 

exempel? 
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Appendix 2 

Coding schedule and content analysis of level 5 

English course 

 

The following steps should be followed in the analysis of the syllabus for level 5 English 

course: 

- Read through the text once 

- Read the text according to each category theme by theme 

The text which is being analyzed should be done so according to recording units that are 

divided into three themes. The themes of analysis are based on the research questions of this 

paper and are as follows: 

 

1. How is the integration of cultural studies expressed in the syllabus? 

2. How is the relationship between knowledge of culture and the ability to communicate 

expressed in the syllabus? 

3. How is students’ awareness of their communicative competence expressed in the 

syllabus? 

The themes are categorized according to the three categories found in the material: 

 

1. Ämne – Engelska 

2. Ämnets syfte 

3. Centralt innehåll 
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Category 

in the 

syllabus 

How is the integration of 

cultural studies expressed in 

the syllabus? 

How is the relationship between 

knowledge of culture and the 

ability to communicate expressed 

in the syllabus? 

How is students’ 

awareness of their 

communicative 

competence expressed 

in the syllabus? 

Ämne - 

Engelska 

”Det engelska språket omger 

oss i vardagen och används 

inom skilda områden som 

kultur, politik, utbildning och 

ekonomi.” 

 

”Kunskaper i engelska kan 

dessutom ge nya perspektiv 

på omvärlden /.../ och större 

förståelse för olika sätt att 

leva.” 

”Kunskaper i engelska ökar 

individens möjligheter att ingå i 

sociala och kulturella sammanhang 

och att delta i ett globaliserat 

studie- och arbetsliv.” 

 

”Kunskaper i engelska kan 

dessutom ge/.../ökade möjligheter 

till kontakter/.../.” 

 

Ämnets 

syfte 

”Eleverna ska ges möjlighet 

att utveckla kunskaper om 

livsvillkor, samhällsfrågor 

och kulturella företeelser i 

olika sammanhang och delar 

av världen där engelska 

används.” 

 

”Undervisning ska stimulera 

elevernas nyfikenhet på språk 

och kultur...” 

 

”Undervisning ska dra nytta 

av omvärlden som resurs för 

kontakter information och 

lärande...” 

”Undervisning i ämnet engelska 

ska syfta till att eleverna utvecklar 

språk- och omvärldskunskaper så 

att de kan, vill och vågar använda 

engelska i olika situationer och för 

skilda syften.” 

 

”Eleverna ska ges möjlighet att, 

genom språkanvändning i 

funktionella och meningsfulla 

sammanhang, utveckla en allsidig 

kommunikativ fråga.” 

 

”Undervisning i ämnet engelska 

ska ge eleverna förutsättningar 

att utveckla följande: 
4. Förmåga att anpassa språket 

efter olika syften, mottagare och 

situationer. 

5. Förmåga att diskutera och 

reflektera över livsvillkor, 

samhällsfrågor och kulturella 

företeelser i olika sammanhang och 

delar av världen där engelska 

används.” 

”Genom undervisningen 

ska eleverna även ges 

möjlighet att utveckla 

språklig säkerhet i tal och 

skrift...” 

 

”Undervisningen ska 

dessutom bidra till att 

eleverna utvecklar 

språklig medvetenhet och 

kunskaper om hur man 

lär sig språk i och utanför 

undervisningen.” 

 

”Undervisningen ska /.../ 

bidra till att eleverna 

utvecklar förståelse av 

hur man söker, värderar, 

väljer och tillägnar sig 

innehåll från olika källor 

för information, 

kunskaper och 

upplevelser.” 

Centralt 

innehåll 

”Kommunikationens 

innehåll 
- Levnadsvillkor, 

attityder, värderingar 

och traditioner samt 

sociala, politiska och 

kulturella 

förhållanden i olika 

sammanhang och 

delar av världen där 

engelska används. 

Engelska språkets 

utbredning och 

ställning i världen.” 

”Reception 

- Talat språk, även med viss 

social och dialektal 

färgning /.../ även via film 

och andra medier.” 

 

”Produktion och interaktion 

- Strategier för att bidra till 

och aktivt medverka i 

diskussioner med 

anknytning till samhälls- 

och arbetslivet.” 
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