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Introduction 

 Teaching literature to EFL students has constituted an enormous and a sharp challenge 

so far; that many teachers are becoming increasingly discouraged from teaching this module 

as they find themselves in part obliged to teach students suffering not only the linguistic 

incompetence, but the cultural unfamiliarity of the literary text as well. Most of the time and 

being unaccustomed to reading on a regular basis, EFL students are ignorant of the culture 

described in the literary work studied whether being a novel, a play or other genre.    

The paper argues that the written version of the literary text, the teacher explanation, 

the student imagination, word meanings, maps, and pictures are not sufficient for a good, 

clear, and full understanding of the cultural message displayed in some literary works. 

Therefore, the overall aim of this paper is to show how helpful and rewarding is the 

combination of both the filmed and written versions of certain literary works such as novels 

and plays to realize a full understanding of the literary content, mainly the cultural one. 

Moreover, for the most part, EFL students have no prior experience at all of studying 

literature in the target language and this actually creates a bewildering situation to the teacher 

especially when drawing and describing the cultural framework. What worsened the situation 

is the fact that students themselves confront literature with the belief that the latter per se is a 

grey area i.e. full of uncertainties and this hinders the development of their critical minds and 

skills. Hence, based on their personal experience, most teachers agree that the majority of 

EFL students respond positively to audio visual resources as they assist the illumination of the 

context where the target language is used. Therefore, the implementation of multimedia, in 



particular, the filmed versions of certain literary works in non- native context not only 

describes and pictures the foreign culture, but increases the EFL students confidence when 

approaching literary texts and encourages them to use their creative imagination to think; as 

they transform the literary study from a boring and difficult task into an amusing, enjoyable, 

and interesting one.       

 

The Importance of Incorporating the Teaching of Culture in EFL Classroom 

During the last few years, there has been much awareness and insistence on the 

important role of culture in the teaching of a foreign language. Therefore, the assignment of 

cultural learning in the foreign language classroom has been the anxiety of many teachers and 

scholars and has raised considerable controversy. As a matter of fact, foreign language 

learning is foreign culture learning as language and culture are so intricately intertwined. 

           “Foreign language learning is comprised of several components, 
including grammatical competence, communicative competence, 
language proficiency, as well as a change in attitudes towards one’s 
own or another culture. For scholars and laymen alike, cultural 
competence, i.e., the knowledge of the conventions, customs, beliefs, 
and systems of meaning of another country, is indisputably an integral 
part of foreign language learning, and many teachers have seen it as 
their goal to incorporate the teaching of culture into the foreign 

language curriculum” (Thanasoulas , 2001) 

 

In the past decades, language education research has revealed that language and 

culture are inseparable. Cultural awareness and the learning of a target culture can assist the 

achievement of second language proficiency (Kramsch, 1993). In Kramsch’s view, second 

and foreign language learners necessarily become learners of the second culture because a 

language cannot be learned without an understanding of the cultural context in which it is 

used. He adds that Language is the principal means whereby we conduct our social lives. 

When it is used in contexts of communication, it is bound up with culture in multiple and 

complex ways (Kramsch, 1998, p. 3). Tang (1999) suggests that to speak a language well, one 

has to be able to think in that language, and the thought is extremely powerful. Language is 

the soul of the country and people who speak it. Language and culture are inextricably linked.  



In fact, shedding light on the cultural elements of the foreign language is very 

advantageous.  Modifying Seelye’s (1988) ‘seven goals of cultural instruction’, Tomalin & 

Stempleski (1993: 7-8) listed the following advantages behind the teaching of culture in the 

foreign literature classroom: 

• It  helps students to develop an understanding of the fact that all 

people exhibit culturally-conditioned behaviors.  

• It helps students to develop an understanding that social variables 

such as age, sex, social class, and place of residence influence the 

ways in which people speak and behave.  

• It helps students to become more aware of conventional behavior 

in common situations in the target culture.  

• It helps students to increase their awareness of the cultural 

connotations of words and phrases in the target language.  

• It helps students to develop the ability to evaluate and refine 

generalizations about the target culture, in terms of supporting 

evidence.  

• It helps students to develop the necessary skills to locate and 

organize information about the target culture.  

• It stimulates students’ intellectual curiosity about the target 

culture, and to encourage empathy towards its people. 

Above all, integrating culture in the foreign literature classroom increases enthusiasm 

and enables students to take control of their own learning as well as to achieve autonomy by 

evaluating and questioning the wider context within which the learning of the target language 

is embodied. 

 

The Impact of Cultural Unfamiliarity on Literary Te xts’ Comprehension   

Before explaining cultural unfamiliarity of literary texts, it is crucial to cast some light 

on the meaning of the word culture. The latter is what distinguishes people of one group from 

another not only in terms of race, religion, or color but also in terms of distinct patterns of 

behavior, perceptions, interpretations, ways of thinking and feeling which are simultaneously 



shared by and yet unique to the group of people who share the same culture. So, culture 

influences people’s perceptions, responses and reactions towards things or issues in life.   

In fact, cultural unfamiliarity hampers students’ understanding. As a result, students’ 

comprehension and motivation to read the text will decline because the `text might remain a 

`mystery’ to the reader’ (Delanoy, 1991) in spite of the teacher’s attempts at enlightening the 

cultural background of the text. This may prove to be a heavy burden on the teachers whom 

themselves may find the culture of the text alien to them. 

It is popularly believed that enjoyment of a literary text stems from the readers’ 

comprehension of it. Among the factors that assist the understanding process is a clear idea 

and description of the foreign culture displayed in the literary text.  Accordingly, to achieve 

full comprehension of the literary work, it is essential to have an enlightened idea about the 

foreign culture described in it. If readers succeeded to understand the cultural framework of 

what is read, it would become very easy to achieve understanding and subsequently 

enjoyment. This justifies that cultural unfamiliarity holds back reading, comprehension, and 

enjoyment of a literary text in the EFL classroom. 

Most of the time, EFL teachers follow the most traditional approach i.e. the cultural 

model when teaching a literary text. The cultural model examines the social, political and 

historical background to a text, literary movements, and genres. In view of that, the literary 

text is seen and used as the main source of information about the target culture. If the latter is 

not enlightened, a deep and full comprehension of the literary text will never be achieved 

entirely.  All in all, cultural unfamiliarity of literary texts may be a problem to EFL learners; 

and methods have to be found to lessen the difficulties and enhance the output of literature 

teaching and learning in EFL literature classrooms.  

 

Films as New Method of Understanding Cultural Elements in EFL Literature 
Classroom 

            Lately, it has been argued among some literature teachers that language acquisition and 

knowledge of the target culture through foreign language classes can be enhanced by 

implementing teaching aids such as media. Movies or films are widely used as a teaching 

material in foreign language classes as they are a medium which can convey informational 

content and insightful learning experiences of the target culture and language. In addition, 



movies are an economical substitute for field trips and other real visits to a country in which 

the target language is used. According to Kramsch, (1993) Films are a multimedia technology 

being implemented in language education as an authentic or real-life material that replicates 

alternative ways of acquiring knowledge that are different from printed media. Films offer an 

exploratory and motivating type of learning as follows:  

� Films provide a world of knowledge that is non-sequentially organized and that invites 

relational thinking and hierarchical structuring of the phenomena observed.  

� It is suggested that students have to learn how to use the acquired knowledge in 

varying situational contexts for varying purposes and movies enhance a domain of 

cultural knowledge that has to be learned across different contexts.  

� It is believed that movies invite learners to reinterpret, reorganize, and reconstruct 

prior knowledge in light of the new, to recognize the traces of prior texts and events as 

they appear in new contexts, endowed with a new value.  

� Films are an accessible authentic material and lie in the construction of certain social 

reality by a society in dialogue with itself. Having been exposed to movies, non-native 

learners have to construct and reconstruct the meanings.  

� Upon finishing watching films, a common comprehension classroom activity is to 

have a discussion in which students are given opportunities to explore various levels 

of understanding and to be conscious of their own knowledge assets and deficits.  

 

Hint on Using Films in EFL Literature Classroom 

          In fact, cultural awareness of the target language helps widely the development of 

the linguistic and communicative competences.  Movies can serve as real cultural texts in EFL 

literature classroom where students are required to express themselves and communicate in 

activities such as asking questions, giving answers, or discussing what happened in the films 

which were watched. As a matter of fact, Classroom-based activities can be designed 

according to the curriculum, students’ background and knowledge, their level of proficiency, 

and other related factors to incorporate language learning related to cultural knowledge. Tasks 

may vary from describing what happened in the scenario, predicting  what will happen 

afterwards,  referring to specific communities in their own native culture, along with specific 

products, perspectives, and how individual persons whom they know respond to this practice. 

        



         Moreover, cultural interpretations tasks may be practiced at a certain level. These 

tasks are based on cultural information elicited in the movie. At this stage of learning, 

students are invited to learn how to make inference, hypotheses, substantiation, justification, 

comparison and contrast, and other forms of langue that link concrete to abstract. At this 

point, questions such as: ‘what cultural attitudes, values, beliefs, or perceptions are explicitly 

and implicitly portrayed in the shown movie excerpt?’; ‘how might participants in the given 

scene differ in their perceptions of this event?’; ‘how do distinct communities within the 

culture differ in their perspectives on certain issues?’; ‘and how do these attitudes, values, 

beliefs, or perceptions contrast with those of other cultures that you know?’ can be asked.  

 

          Furthermore, students may learn how to respond expressing their feelings, opinions, 

values, beliefs, concerns, awareness, intentions, strategies, decisions, or plans as they 

anticipate further involvement in the cultural phenomenon. To put this approach into practice, 

students might be asked to respond to the questions, for instance: ‘What thoughts, feelings, or 

opinions do you have about this cultural phenomenon?’; ‘Describe any personal experiences 

you have had with this cultural phenomenon.’; ‘Do you share the cultural values, beliefs, 

attitudes, or perceptions of this cultural phenomenon?’; ‘What more would you like to know 

or do in regard to this phenomenon?’.  

 

Conclusion     

The paper has discussed the importance of integrating the cultural knowledge in EFL 

learning and literature classroom by having students revealed their perceptions of the target 

culture through the implementation of movies which are considered very motivating and 

culturally fruitful. As a matter of fact, the implementation of movies in the EFL literature 

classroom has proved to be an effective strategy to elucidate this class and transform the 

boring task of literature learning into an entertaining and amusing one. This paper has shown 

also that the more knowledge and understanding of the target culture is enlightened and 

gained, the more an increase in the students’ literary knowledge and linguistic competence of 

the target language, which is used in the movie by its native speakers, is expected.  In  Last of 

all, gained cultural knowledge not only develops students’ language abilities for effective and 

appropriate communication within cultural contexts of the target language and culture, and 



their capacity to engage into intercultural situations, but free students’ critical minds and 

creative imagination to think as well.  
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