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Abstract  
Intercultural awareness is an important goal of foreign language education; but 

including culture in an English curriculum in a way that meets both the needs of learners 
and the aims of the learning program can be problematic. To demonstrate how program 
designers may address the issue, this study explores how pedagogy, contextual factors, 
and concerns about the teaching of home, target and other world cultures were 
considered in developing an English language curriculum for K-8 learners in Turkey. A 
model of the final implementation is presented, along with related materials. 
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Introduction 
With an increasing emphasis on developing intercultural competence in 

learners of English as a foreign language (EFL), the integration of culture and 
language has become a central focus of EFL education. As a result, an immense 
body of research has been devoted to resolving questions such as whose culture 
to teach and how it should be taught, as well as to understanding the various 
drawbacks related to the inclusion of culture in English language instruction 
(Çelik & Erbay, 2013). However, despite this focus on the teaching of culture, its 
incorporation in English language teaching programs, not to mention efforts to 
implement cultural instruction in the classroom, has not always been successfully 
carried out. In the Turkish context, for instance, Türkan and Çelik (2007) note 
that the inclusion of culture has encountered numerous difficulties, such as 
substandard teaching materials and teachers’ lack of familiarity with English-
speaking culture, as well as an already dense curriculum and limited classroom 
time. Therefore, there is a need for ongoing effort to determine how culture can 
be most effectively integrated in EFL learning, taking both the needs of learners 
and curricular requirements into account. 

As a means to demonstrate how this issue may be addressed from a curricular 
perspective, this study explores the recent development of an EFL curriculum for 
K-8 learners in Turkey, calling attention to the pedagogical and practical issues 
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related to the integration of cultural elements in a modern elementary English 
language teaching program. Following the discussion of the program 
development, the methods of incorporating cultural elements are described; 
examples from the new curriculum itself, as well as the related teaching materials 
that were developed in accordance with the curriculum, are also provided. 

 

Developing an EFL Curriculum for K-8 Learners 
Since its acceptance as a member of the Council of Europe (CoE) in the late 

1940s, the Republic of Turkey has closely aligned its educational policies with 
those of CoE countries, giving ongoing attention to maintaining contemporary 
standards for education. This focus has entailed periodic overhaul of the public 
school curriculum. Most recently, the Turkish Ministry of National Education 
(MoNE) has set forth a comprehensive series of reforms aimed at revitalizing the 
primary and elementary education system. The resulting policy encompassed a 
transition from the previously required eight years of elementary education, 
followed by four years of secondary education; the new educational model 
consists of three four-year segments corresponding to the primary, elementary 
and high school levels and is widely referred to as the “4+4+4” program (MoNE, 
2013). One important feature of this program, which also mandates that children 
begin their primary education one year earlier than under the former system, is 
its emphasis on improving learner outcomes in English language instruction. In 
this respect, the starting level at which English is to be taught has been decreased 
from the fourth to the second grade. As a result of this shift, students now begin 
learning English at six to six ½ years of age, rather than at the previous age of 
nine to nine ½ years. Along with other methodological concerns related to 
English language education, this structural change created an immediate need to 
redesign the existing English Language Teaching (ELT) curriculum. The new 
program, which was accepted by the MoNE in February of 2013. was developed 
in cooperation with the Scientific and Technological Research Council of Turkey 
(TÜBİTAK). As the senior researcher on this project, the first author of this article 
was closely involved in its design.  

 

Theoretical and Pedagogical Considerations in Developing the New ELT 
Curriculum 

A thorough discussion of the learning theory and pedagogical issues that were 
considered in formulating the new teaching program is beyond the scope of this 
paper; however, the main points are discussed briefly here in order to clarify the 
rationale for the program design. 

 

http://www.tubitak.gov.tr/en
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Language learning and young children. In order to determine how best to 
meet the needs of young learners, the program designers turned to the latest 
research, which draws heavily on Vygotsky’s theory that young children learn 
best in the context of social interaction with teachers, as well as their peers. With 
respect to foreign language learning, in particular, Cameron (2001) points out 
that young learners acquire new knowledge most effectively in a hands-on 
environment, carrying out tasks that they perceive as fun in a safe, enjoyable 
atmosphere. Accordingly, the curriculum encompasses learner-centered tasks 
and activities that are aimed at the relevant age groups, as well as accounting for 
a variety of different learning styles (MoNE, 2013). The recommended activities 
include role play, dialogue, songs and chants, Total Physical Response (TPR) 
exercises, art projects and story-telling. 

 

Relevance to learners’ daily lives. Influential theorists such as Hymes 
(1972) and Widdowson (1978) have stressed that effective language learning can 
only occur when the forms and lexis of the target language are taught in an 
authentic communicative context that has real meaning for learners. Therefore, 
the program designers structured the curriculum around familiar topics such as 
family, home, friends, school, and other age-appropriate concerns (Kırkgöz, Çelik, 
& Arıkan, 2014; MoNE, 2013). 

 

Communicative Competence and the Common European Framework of 
Reference for Languages (CEFR). Another major consideration in designing the 
new curriculum was the need to account for the principles of the CEFR. This 
document, which is widely accepted as a foundation for foreign language 
teaching and learning, emphasizes the development not only of communicative 
competence, but of intercultural awareness (CoE, 2001). Furthermore, as 
researchers such as Byram (1991) and Kramsch (1993) have argued, language 
and culture are so closely intertwined that learners of a foreign language cannot 
fully comprehend or create meaning without some understanding of the target 
culture. Accordingly, in order to foster communicative competence in English, the 
program designers believed that in addition to the language skills of listening, 
speaking, reading and writing, culture should be included as a fundamental 
feature of the new teaching program concerns (Kırkgöz, Çelik, & Arıkan, 2014).  

 

Incorporating Cultural Elements in the Context of EFL Instruction for K-
8 Learners 

As per the rationale outlined above, the final implementation of the new 
teaching model was structured not only around the linguistic features of 
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English, but also around the introduction of cultural elements (CoE, 2001; 
MoNE, 2013). In this respect, the designers believed that, due to the global 
status of English, focusing solely on the culture of “native” English-speaking 
culture would be misleading and inappropriate, as with Baker (2012) and Çelik 
and Erbay (2013). Therefore, the cultural aspects of the curriculum were aimed 
at raising learners’ awareness of world cultures, as well as home and target 
cultures (MoNE, 2013). Accordingly, the finalized curriculum stipulates that:  

Elements of both the target culture and international cultures are presented 
in a positive and non-threatening manner (Elyıldırım & Ashton-Hayes, 2006) in 
keeping with the themes of each unit, at the same time stressing the value of 
home culture in order to avoid the formation of negative attitudes. 
Learners/users are exposed to simple phrases in world languages that include 
greetings, counting and so on as they learn about aspects of other cultures that 
are similar to or different from their own (MoNE, 2013, p. IV). 

An example of the incorporation of culture in classroom learning is provided 
below, in Figure 1. 

 

 
Figure 1: Elementary English Language Teaching Program (Grades 2-8):  Grade 2, 
Unit 2 (MoNE, 2013, p. 3) 
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As the figure above indicates, this teaching unit is centered on the theme of 
“Friends” and introduces common greetings and introductions. In addition to the 
greetings in English, students are exposed to several international greetings; and 
the assessment portion of the unit includes a suggested activity (creating a 
poster) intended to reinforce this skill. 

 
Implementation of Teaching Materials According to the Curricular 

Model 
In addition to his work on the curriculum itself, the first author oversaw the 

development of a series of teaching texts and supporting materials based on the 
guidelines set forth in the new teaching program. As specified in the curriculum, 
cultural elements were presented alongside the structural and lexical aspects of 
English (see Figures 2, 3, 4 and 5 below). 

 
 
 
 
 

Figure 2: Culture learning activity, 

Student book, Grade 2, Unit 2 

(Çelik, 2014a, p. 17) 

Figure 3: Culture learning 

activity, Student book, Grade 2, 

Unit 2 (Çelik, 2014a, p. 18) 
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Figures 2 and 3 illustrate exercises from the student book I know English 
(Grade 2) (Çelik, 2014a). These activities correspond to the “Intercultural 
Awareness” function, as well as the “Suggested Language Use” found in Grade 2, 
Unit 2 of the curriculum (see Figure 1). As the examples show, cultural elements 
are incorporated within a lesson on basic greetings and draw attention to world 
cultures, as well as home and English-speaking cultures. In Figure 2, learners are 
first introduced to international greetings alongside the flags of each of the 
countries represented; and in Figure 3, learners are prompted to match these 
greetings with related cultural symbols. 
 

 
Figure 4: Culture learning activity, 

Student book, Grade 2, Unit 2 (Çelik, 

2014a, p. 19) 

Figure 5: Culture learning activity, 

Student workbook, Grade 2, Unit 2 

(Çelik, 2014b, p. 17)
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In Figure 4, a final exercise from I know English (Grade 2, Unit 2) (Çelik, 
2014a) combines English and international greetings in a song, reinforcing the 
linguistic structures and promoting retention. Finally, Figure 5, from the 
workbook designed as supporting material for the I know English grade 2 student 
book (Çelik, 2014b) shows a simple matching activity that further reinforces the 
international greetings covered in the unit. 

 
Conclusion 
Teaching about culture, and English-speaking culture in particular, is an 

important, but often controversial topic. Issues such as teachers’ lack of 
awareness of the target culture and world cultures, insufficient teaching 
materials, lack of time, and even animosity toward foreign cultures are frequently 
cited as obstacles to including cultural elements in the foreign language 
classroom. However, given the importance of cultural awareness in allowing 
meaningful communication to take place, this aspect of language education 
cannot be reasonably overlooked. This study demonstrates that an ELT 
curriculum and materials can be designed in such a way that learners can explore 
various aspects of foreign culture alongside the linguistic features of the language 
in a manner that is affirming, engaging, and relevant. 
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