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Abstract

Based on the core competency framework specified in the English Curriculum
Standards for Compulsory Education (2022 Edition), this paper makes a
comparative analysis of the design differences in modules for cultivating students’
cultural awareness between the 2012 and 2024 editions of Grade Seven Volume
One of PEP Junior High School English textbook. The study reveals that the new
textbook achieves remarkable improvements in objective orientation, content
selection, presentation modes, activity design and assessment guidance. It shifts
its focus from knowledge memorization to competence-oriented learning and
from overemphasis on foreign cultures to a balanced combination of indigenous
and international cultures, attaching greater importance to the in-depth
integration of language and culture as well as the development of students’
intercultural communicative competence. This research offers theoretical
references and practical implications for textbook revision and classroom
instruction.
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1. Introduction

In January 2021, the Ministry of Education issued the Guidelines on Incorporating
Fine Traditional Chinese Culture into Primary and Secondary School Curricula and
Textbooks, underscoring the significance of embedding fine traditional Chinese
culture into school textbooks. Relevant policy documents have clarified the
requirements for integrating Chinese culture into textbook compilation. As He
Qishen (2012) put it, "Foreign language education in the 21st century ought to
undertake the mission of introducing Chinese culture to the world and enable
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students to gain an in-depth understanding of their motherland and indigenous
culture."

The English Curriculum Standards for Compulsory Education (2022 Edition) issued
by the Ministry of Education (2022) lays explicit emphasis on cultural awareness.
Together with linguistic competence, thinking quality and learning ability, cultural
awareness constitutes the four core competencies of English subject, and it plays a
pivotal role in fostering students’ cultural confidence and intercultural
communicative competence, marking a notable shift from the definition of cultural
awareness specified in the 2011 curriculum standards.

As the fundamental carrier of classroom teaching, textbooks’ design of
cultural-awareness cultivation modules directly determines the implementation of
curriculum standards. Nevertheless, current junior high English teaching is
commonly featured by "prioritizing linguistic knowledge while neglecting cultural
instruction". Besides, few existing studies have systematically compared the cultural
cultivation modules between the 2012 and 2024 editions of PEP junior high English
textbooks, which fails to facilitate teachers’ comprehension of textbook revisions
and instructional improvement.

Against such a backdrop, this study conducts a comparative analysis of cultural
modules in English textbooks from the core-competency perspective. Practically, it
offers instructional guidance for teachers to implement the 2024 revised textbook
and provides empirical evidence for future textbook compilation. The research
selects two widely-used and representative textbooks: the 2012 and 2024 editions
of Go for it! Grade Seven Volume One published by People’s Education Press. Their
revisions closely align with the updated curriculum standards, making them ideal

subjects for comparative research.

2. Theoretical Foundations of Module Design for Cultivating
Cultural Awareness in Junior High School English Textbooks

2.1. Definition of Core Concepts

The English Curriculum Standards for Compulsory Education (2022 Edition)
stipulates clearly that curriculum objectives, curriculum content selection,
innovative teaching approaches and textbook compilation should all be formulated
around core competencies. The core competencies of English consist of four
dimensions: linguistic competence, cultural awareness, thinking quality and
learning ability. To develop cultural awareness, students are expected to learn
outstanding civilizations worldwide, identify similarities and differences between
Chinese and foreign cultures, improve intercultural communication skills, cultivate
positive aesthetic tastes and sound values, deepen understanding and recognition of
Chinese culture, develop an international outlook and build firm cultural confidence
(Ministry of Education, 2022).

Such requirements differ drastically from the superficial orientation laid down in
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the English Curriculum Standards for Compulsory Education (2011 Edition), which
prioritizes the acquisition of knowledge about foreign cultures (Ministry of
Education, 2012). Gu Ming and Lu Lanping (2022) also note that early English
education used to focus predominantly on foreign cultures and customs in its
cultural cultivation objectives.

Sun Pinghua (2008) argued in his research that an ideal textbook comprises six
essential components: advanced teaching philosophies, specified teaching objectives,
systematic teaching contents, diversified classroom activities, flexible instructional
approaches and practical assessment tools. Accordingly, when it comes to the design
of cultural sections, English textbooks ought to contain complete and systematic
frameworks concerning objectives, content, presentation forms, activity
arrangements and evaluation methods for cultural awareness cultivation, which can
be concretely realized through unit-themed passages, cultural columns, exercise

assignments and self-reflection tasks.

2.2. Relevant Theoretical Supports

The English Curriculum Standards for Compulsory Education (2022 Edition) puts
forward a new curriculum content framework for English, defining four core
competencies: linguistic competence, cultural awareness, thinking quality and
learning ability. It highlights that to nurture students’ core competencies, teachers
should make full use of themes and discourses to deliver linguistic and cultural
knowledge, which interact with language skills and learning strategies to boost
mutual development (Ministry of Education, 2022). Furthermore, the new
curriculum standard specifies that three interrelated activity types — learning &
comprehension, application & practice, and transfer & innovation — facilitate the
construction of thematic contexts and discourse learning (Ministry of Education,
2022). As an indispensable component of core competencies, cultural awareness
requires progressive textbook design to foster students’ cultural confidence and
international outlook.

In its curriculum nature statement, the English Curriculum Standards for
Compulsory Education (2022 Edition) states: “Learning and using English enables
students to explore diverse cultures, compare cultural similarities and disparities,
absorb cultural essences, and gradually develop awareness and competence in
intercultural communication” (Ministry of Education, 2022). Such communicative
proficiency is termed intercultural communicative competence (or intercultural
competence), an essential constituent of cultural awareness cultivated in English
courses. Mei Deming and Wang Qiang (2022) mention that a key task of English
teaching lies in cultivating learners’ intercultural sensitivity, so that students can
recognize cultural divergences, adjust communicative strategies and realize
effective cross-cultural interaction when communicating with people from disparate

cultural backgrounds.
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In line with the objectives of cultural instruction, English teaching materials need to
cover indigenous culture as well as economies, folk customs, traditions, lifestyles,
literature, arts, codes of conduct and values of target-language nations. Meanwhile,
textbooks should objectively introduce ordinary people’s daily lives as well as living
standards, housing, medical and educational systems, employment, entertainment
and sports in English-speaking and non-English-speaking countries.

3. A Comparative Analysis of Cultural Awareness Cultivation
Modules Between New and Old Editions of Junior High School
English Textbooks

3.1. Objective Orientation: From Knowledge Memorization to
Competence-oriented Instruction

Cultural objectives in the 2012 edition of PEP Grade Seven Volume One English
textbook (hereinafter referred to as the old edition) are mostly embedded within
linguistic skill objectives. Its table of contents mainly describes themes,
communicative functions and target language, exemplified by entries such as “Topic:
Meeting friends”, “Function: Greet people” and “Target language: Good morning,
Alice! Hello, Frank! How are you?”. Centered largely on students’ knowledge
memorization, the old textbook fails to set explicit unit-specific requirements for
cultural awareness cultivation, with vague standards for cultural critical thinking
and practical application.

By contrast, the 2024 revised textbook (hereinafter referred to as the new edition)
features a “Big Question” alongside relevant unit learning objectives at the start of
every unit. For instance, Unit 1 sets forth objectives including “In this unit, you will
talk about personal information with the simple present tense” and “you will
explore how to make new friends”. While describing personal information using the
simple present tense, learners get exposed to the linguistic conventions and
expressions adopted by people in English-speaking countries when sharing personal
details. Such arrangement enables students to perceive underlying cultural
discrepancies alongside language acquisition and consolidate their linguistic and
cultural awareness. For example, people from English-speaking cultures tend to
directly inquire about others’ occupation or hometown upon first meeting, whereas
such questions may be considered impolite in certain other cultural contexts.
Furthermore, when exploring ways to develop new friendships, students gain
insights into interpersonal norms across diverse cultures and broaden their cultural
horizons for a better understanding of multicultural social etiquette. Western
cultures generally encourage proactive self-introduction and active participation in
social events to make acquaintances, while some Eastern cultures prioritize
friendship built gradually via mutual acquaintances and prolonged interaction.
Guided by competence-centered learning objectives, students develop a sound

understanding of relationship-building patterns across cultural backgrounds and
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improve their intercultural communicative competence. Accordingly, the new
edition’s learning objectives better fulfill the core-competency requirements for
cultivating students’ cultural awareness.

3.2. Content Selection: From Dominance of Foreign Cultures to
Balanced Integration of Indigenous and International Cultures

Previous analytical studies on textbook cultural sections have proposed a general
analytical framework for cultural representation in English textbooks, which
classifies cultural content into four geographical categories and five content types.
The four geographical categories cover native culture, target-language national
cultures, global international culture and universal shared culture; the five content
types consist of cultural products, cultural practices, cultural perspectives, cultural
communities and cultural figures (Zhang Hong & Li Xiaonan, 2022). Drawing on this
four-category and five-type framework, the author conducts a statistical analysis of
culture-related texts in the 2012 and 2024 editions of Grade Seven Volume One

textbooks (see Table 1 and Table 2), revealing the following discrepancies.

Table 1. Proportion of Cultural Discourse Types in the 2012 Old Edition of PEP Junior High
School English Textbook

Cultural Number Percentage Description of Content
Category of
Discourse
Native 6 10% Predominantly embodied in discourses concerning
Culture proper names, traditional festivals, cuisines and
campus life.
Target 18 30% Covering Western given names & surname, festivals,
Language shopping. Sports. Dietary culture and related themes.
Culture
International 12 20% Including numerals, colors, school subjects, daily
Culture necessities and other cross-cultural elements.
Common 24 40% Centered on universal topics such as family,
Universal friendship, schooling and routines of daily life.
Culture

Table 2. Proportion of Cultural Discourse Types in the 2024 New Edition of PEP Junior High
School English Textbook

Cultural Number Percentage Description of Content
Category of
Discourse
Native 10-12 30-35% Predominantly embodied in discourses concerning
Culture proper names, traditional festivals, cuisines and
campus life.
Target 8-10 25-30% Covering Western given names & surname, festivals,
Language shopping. Sports. Dietary culture and related themes.
Culture
International 4-5 12-15% Including numerals, colors, school subjects, daily
Culture necessities and other cross-cultural elements.
Common 6-8 20-25% Centered on universal topics such as family,
Universal friendship, schooling and routines of daily life.
Culture

In the old textbook, cultural content is dominated by the introduction of cultures
from English-speaking countries. As illustrated in the two tables, the new textbook

incorporates far more domestic cultural content and achieves notable progress in
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both the diversity and profundity of cultural coverage. Such revisions not only echo
the requirement of "strengthening cultural confidence" specified in the English
Curriculum Standards for Compulsory Education (2022 Edition) but also fully
satisfy the core objectives of cultural awareness cultivation for English education in
the new era.

In terms of cultural framework, the new textbook establishes a more diversified and
multi-dimensional cultural system. While retaining classic introductions to
English-speaking countries from the old version, such as naming conventions and
birthday celebration customs in British and American families, it considerably
enriches content related to Chinese culture. Examples include cultural products like
Peking duck and cultural practices such as taking family portraits. Accordingly,
Chinese culture evolves from marginal embellishment into an indispensable
component capable of equal dialogue with global cultures.

Furthermore, the new textbook highlights the contemporaneity and communicative
nature of cultural content. Authentic contexts such as writing emails and posting on
online forums naturally compare daily lives of Chinese and foreign students, guiding
learners to explore cultural similarities and differences instead of mechanically
listing isolated cultural symbols. This design cultivates students’ preliminary
intercultural communication competence rather than confining learning to rote
memorization of cultural facts.

Besides, the new textbook attaches great importance to the infiltration and
emotional resonance of cultural values. Values ranging from the Chinese tradition of
respecting the elderly and caring for the young to the emphasis on individual
expression prevalent in Western cultures are presented via specific characters,
communities and real-life activities. Such arrangements help students dig into
underlying cultural values and reflect on shared human sentiments and concepts,

including the significance of family and the preciousness of friendship.

3.3. Presentation Mode: From Superficial Cultural Symbols to
Integrated Language-Culture Instruction

The old textbook embeds cultural knowledge into every segment of language skill
training. In dialogues and reading tasks, authentic scenarios such as "make friends"
and "introduce your family members" naturally introduce cultural elements
concerning Chinese and Western given names, festivals and dietary habits. Some
culture-based assignments including filling out student ID cards are arranged in
exercises. Such contextualized tasks enable students to implicitly compare and
experience disparities in lifestyles between China and foreign countries while
finishing linguistic assignments, facilitating the development of their practical
cultural competence. Nevertheless, cultural representation in the old textbook
remains relatively superficial.

For one thing, most cultural content is presented as rigid knowledge points or
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isolated symbols like festival names and food terms, without in-depth exploration of
underlying values, social customs and historical origins, which tends to trap
students in stereotyped perceptions of different cultures. For another, though
scattered Chinese cultural elements exist, they are arranged for receptive input
rather than productive output. Chinese cultural materials mostly appear in reading
comprehension or listening exercises instead of serving as topics for students to
express in English, resulting in insufficient practice for students to introduce
Chinese culture via the target language.

The new textbook remedies the above drawbacks and shifts its cultural
arrangement from superficial cultural display to integrated language-culture fusion.
It integrates Chinese culture, cultures of English-speaking nations and global
cultures into language acquisition through diversified learning activities. To begin
with, culturally representative passages covering Peking duck and William
Shakespeare are selected in reading sections to broaden students’ international
outlook. Cross-cultural communication scenarios ranging from greetings and family
introductions to school daily routines are frequently designed in dialogues and
exercises, combining Chinese polite expressions and Western conversational norms
to reflect universal social etiquette across cultures. Grammar and vocabulary drills
embed cultural information through example sentences and contextual settings; for
instance, the there be structure is used to describe campus facilities, consolidating
grammar while conveying campus culture.

Instead of isolated cultural exposition, all cultural content is closely intertwined
with language skill practice. Furthermore, project-based tasks such as designing a
farm and making a family tree motivate students to explore and express cultural
content definitively, embodying the philosophy of learning by doing.

3.4. Activity Design: From Lower-order Memorization to Higher-order
Practical Application

Activities in the old textbook are largely designed around lower-order
memorization of cultural content. While such exercises help students build
preliminary cultural awareness and accumulate basic cultural knowledge, the lack of
higher-order practical activities confines cultural learning strictly to textbooks. For
instance, in Unit 8 When is your birthday?, learners are required to memorize
months, ordinal numerals and festival dates including Children’s Day and National
Day. Subsequent unit drills focus heavily on mechanical repetition of these linguistic
and factual items, with few semi-open or open-ended tasks available. Consequently,
students passively receive cultural information without opportunities for cultural
experience and critical thinking via discussion, comparative analysis or
project-based learning.

Besides, the old textbook rarely arranges sessions for cultural comparison and
reflection. Although differences between Chinese and Western naming sequences or
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kinship terms are mentioned, relevant exercises only require surface-level
operations such as circling family names or writing given names. No prompts are
offered to explore underlying cultural logic and social connotations. As a result,
students merely acquire factual knowledge rather than developing capacities for
cultural understanding and practical application, which hinders the cultivation of
intercultural communication awareness and fails to inspire appreciation and respect
for cultural diversity.

By contrast, cultural activities in the new textbook combine foundational
lower-order memorization with advanced practical and creative tasks. Basic
memorization centers on identifying and remembering superficial cultural symbols
such as country names and traditional cuisines. Students learn cultural expressions
including the Great Wall, Beijing roast duck, Chinese chess, National Day and
birthday noodles via matching, blank-filling, sequencing and labeling tasks that test
direct recall and recognition, forming the fundamental layer of cultural cognition.
Beyond basic memorization, higher-order activities including project work,
role-play and composition assignments guide in-depth cultural comprehension and
creative output. In the project Make your own family tree, for example, students not
only memorize kinship vocabulary but also interpret family culture by describing
relatives’ personalities, hobbies and domestic activities. In the writing task Write a
post about how you celebrate your birthday, learners combine personal experience
and cultural backgrounds to complete cross-cultural comparison and written
expression. The transition from rote memorization to hands-on practice remedies
the deficiencies of the old edition: new textbooks first consolidate cultural
knowledge through memorizing tasks, then deepen cultural understanding,
comparison and expression via practical assignments, and ultimately enable
students to conduct cultural communication and identity construction in authentic
contexts, fulfilling the shift from learning and comprehension to application and
innovation.

3.5. Evaluation Guidance: From Undefined Cultural Assessment to
Competence-oriented Evaluation

The old textbook’s assessment is mainly embodied in the Self Check section and
post-reading comprehension questions, which prioritize consolidation of linguistic
knowledge including spelling, grammar and sentence patterns. Despite sporadic
cultural references to Western festivals, food and kinship terms, these exercises
contain no tasks prompting cultural comparison, reflection or value judgment and
neglect learners’ development of cultural sensitivity. Taking the reading passage
Sports Stars Eats Well! concerning Western family structures and dietary customs
as an example, the only assigned task is Write five sentences about Cindy’s eating
habits, limited to information retrieval and literal comprehension without exploring

cultural origins, implications or similarities and differences with Chinese culture.
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Such design fails to tap into English education’s potential for fostering intercultural
competence.

Assessment in the new textbook mainly lies in the Reflecting module and
post-reading questions, which adopt a competence-centered evaluation framework.
First of all, the Reflecting section prioritizes cultural awareness and cross-cultural
understanding. Its worksheets frequently involve tasks such as introducing families,
describing school life and talking about birthday celebrations to direct students to
identify discrepancies in household structures and festival customs between China
and Western countries, cultivating cultural sensitivity and inclusiveness. Meanwhile,
it emphasizes practical cultural communication skills. Post-reading questions move
beyond basic comprehension to encourage comparison, critical reflection and
personal expression. In the reading text Family Ties in Names, a series of guiding
questions are raised: In English names, which is the surname, the first or the last
name? How about Chinese names? How do Chinese people name their children?
What is the meaning of your name? This question chain facilitates comparisons
between Chinese and Western naming cultures, explores embedded values and
improves learners’ intercultural communication proficiency. Moreover, Reflecting
integrates practicality with real-life scenarios through authentic tasks: introducing
friends, describing photos and drafting birthday cards. These daily-based
assignments closely link language acquisition with experiential culture learning and
strengthen students’ practical cultural abilities.

To sum up, the new textbook achieves prominent improvements over the old one in
five dimensions for cultivating learners’ cultural literacy: objective orientation,

content selection, presentation modes, activity design and assessment guidance.

4. Optimization Suggestions on Textbook Modules for Cultivating
Cultural Awareness

4.1. Suggestions for Textbook Compilers

First and foremost, textbook compilers are supposed to integrate both superficial
and in-depth cultural connotations during textbook compilation. On the basis of
introductory cultural knowledge, appropriate interpretations of underlying culture
should be supplemented. For example, units themed on arts can incorporate
comparisons between Chinese and Western aesthetic distinctions to facilitate
students’ in-depth understanding of cultural essence.

Moreover, detailed guidance for learning activities is essential to foster students’
autonomous learning capacity. Compilers ought to attach explicit procedural
instructions and recommended learning resources such as relevant documentaries
and educational websites. Tiered tasks should be devised to accommodate students
with varied proficiency levels and reduce practical learning obstacles.

In addition, a systematic assessment framework needs to be established to exert
positive wash back effects of evaluation. Assessment indicators can be set in four
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progressive levels: perception, comprehension, comparison and application, with a
combination of formative and summative assessment to comprehensively evaluate
learners’ cultural literacy.

Endowed with abundant cultural heritage resources, China’s contemporary
indigenous culture deserves more coverage in textbooks. Compilers can insert
passages about cutting-edge technologies and social development in modern China
such as artificial intelligence applications to reflect the contemporary features of
Chinese civilization and equip students with capabilities to narrate modern Chinese

stories to the world.

4.2. Suggestions for Front-line Teachers

Teachers are expected to “study textbooks thoroughly and deliver targeted teaching
tailored to students’ actual learning conditions” (Wang Qiang, 2022). They need to
dig deep into implicit cultural values behind textbook contents and supplement
in-depth cultural information in class. For instance, when explaining Western
individualism, teachers can make comparisons with Chinese collectivism to help
learners grasp cultural disparities and avoid superficial cultural acquisition.
“Communicative culture is the most easily neglected dimension in junior high
English instruction” (Hu Mingzhu, 2013). Meanwhile, teachers should “root
themselves in classroom practice and refine teaching approaches continuously”
(Wang Qiang, 2022). It is advisable for educators to adapt textbook communicative
tasks to local realities. For example, instead of interviewing foreign nationals,
teachers in inland regions can adopt multimedia and Al tools to organize interviews
with returned overseas residents and launch cultural investigations based on local
folk customs.

Aligning with the requirements of the latest curriculum standards, teachers can
reorganize scattered cultural contents across different units into thematic clusters
such as festival culture and social etiquette. Relevant thematic activities can be held
at proper intervals, and systematic reviews can be arranged at the end of teaching
phases. To take an example, festival-related texts from Grade Seven and Eight can be
integrated for comparative analysis of cultural implications, so as to improve the

coherence of students’ cultural learning.

5. Conclusion

The newly revised PEP junior high school English textbook boasts remarkable
upgrades and innovative design in modules targeting cultural awareness cultivation
compared with its 2012 predecessor, which better conforms to the
core-competency-based educational philosophy. By raising the proportion of
indigenous Chinese cultural content and refining activity design and assessment
systems, the new edition effectively boosts students’ cultural confidence and

intercultural communicative competence.
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For future textbook revision, compilers shall further combine surface-level cultural
symbols with profound cultural connotations while enriching supporting resources
and standardized evaluation systems. For teachers, intensive textbook
interpretation and flexible resource integration are required to shift cultural
instruction from theoretical knowledge to practical application. Only through
coordinated optimization of textbooks and classroom teaching can English
education fulfill its fundamental educational mission in the contemporary era.
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