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Abstract: This study employs a library research approach to examine the 
integration of cultural aspects into the English as a Foreign Language 
(EFL) curriculum as a means of enhancing students’ intercultural 
awareness and communicative competence. Academic literature on 
culture-based learning, teacher perceptions, and the use of authentic 
materials was systematically reviewed and synthesized. Findings reveal 
that embedding cultural dimensions into EFL instruction fosters empathy, 
motivation, and communication skills, yet faces persistent challenges 
such as limited resources, narrow textbook content, and insufficient 
teacher training. The study underscores the need for a culturally 
responsive curriculum supported by teacher capacity-building, practical 
strategies, and institutional support. In the context of globalization, 
cultural integration is not an optional supplement but a core pedagogical 
approach for cultivating learners who are linguistically proficient, 
culturally sensitive, and globally competent. Authentic materials—such 
as cultural stories, films, and real-life scenarios—emerge as effective 
tools for meaningful cultural engagement when applied through 
structured and reflective methods. The paper offers practical 
recommendations for curriculum developers, teacher educators, and 
policymakers to systematically embed culture into EFL education. 
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Abstrak: Penelitian ini menggunakan pendekatan penelitian perpustakaan 
untuk mengkaji integrasi aspek budaya ke dalam kurikulum Bahasa Inggris 
sebagai bahasa asing (EFL) sebagai sarana untuk meningkatkan kesadaran 
antarbudaya dan kompetensi komunikatif siswa. Literatur akademik tentang 
pembelajaran berbasis budaya, persepsi guru, dan penggunaan materi 
otentik ditinjau dan disintesis secara sistematis. Temuan mengungkapkan 
bahwa menanamkan dimensi budaya ke dalam pengajaran EFL 
menumbuhkan empati, motivasi, dan keterampilan komunikasi, namun 
menghadapi tantangan terus-menerus seperti sumber daya yang terbatas, 
konten buku teks yang sempit, dan pelatihan guru yang tidak memadai. Studi 
ini menggarisbawahi perlunya kurikulum yang responsif secara budaya yang 
didukung oleh pengembangan kapasitas guru, strategi praktis, dan dukungan 
kelembagaan. Dalam konteks globalisasi, integrasi budaya bukanlah 
suplemen opsional tetapi pendekatan pedagogis utama untuk menumbuhkan 
peserta didik yang mahir secara bahasa, peka terhadap budaya, dan 
kompeten secara global. Materi otentik—seperti cerita budaya, film, dan 
skenario kehidupan nyata—muncul sebagai alat yang efektif untuk 
keterlibatan budaya yang bermakna ketika diterapkan melalui metode 
terstruktur dan reflektif. Penelitian ini menawarkan rekomendasi praktis bagi 
pengembang kurikulum, pendidik guru, dan pembuat kebijakan untuk secara 
sistematis menanamkan budaya ke dalam pendidikan EFL 
Kata kunci:  kompetensi komunikatif; pengajaran budaya; Kurikulum EFL; 

kesadaran antar budaya 
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1. INTRODUCTION  
In an era of globalization characterized by high mobility, rapid information exchange, and 
increasingly intensive intercultural interactions, the ability to communicate effectively across 
cultural boundaries has become an essential skill. English, as an international language, serves 
not only as a means of communication but also as a bridge between cultures. Therefore, the 
teaching of English as a Foreign Language (EFL) cannot be separated from its cultural context, 
including both the target language culture and the local culture. 

Recent studies emphasize that integrating cultural aspects into the EFL curriculum is 
crucial for fostering students’ intercultural awareness and intercultural communicative 
competence (ICC). Hasan Serif, in his research on EFL teachers in Turkey, reveals that although 
teachers recognize the importance of teaching culture, they face challenges such as time 
constraints and the dominance of Anglo-Saxon culture in teaching materials, which limits 
students’ exposure to global cultural diversity. Furthermore, teaching approaches based on 
authentic sources used by pre-service teachers have proven to better promote intercultural 
awareness compared to conventional approaches (Şerif Baltaci, 2018). Similarly, Hemat Purba 
argues that languange and culture are two inseparable entities. Languange learning that ignores 
the cultural dimension risks leading to communication misunderstandings and hinders the 
development of students’ communicative competence. He highlights the importance of active 
and contextual learning experiences through the use of authentic materials and activities that 
involve intercultural interaction to build deeper cultural understanding (Purba, 2011). 

According to Griffith & Lim (2024), communicative competence in a foreign language 
cannot be achieved without understanding the cultural context in which the language is used. 
He suggests that culture should be taught explicitly and systematically so that students are not 
only linguistically fluent but also sensitive to the norms and values that underpin social 
interaction. This is increasingly important in light of the demands of the global workforce, 
which requires individuals who can interact effectively across cultures. Several other studies 
further reinforce the urgency of integrating culture into the EFL curriculum. (Çelik, 2021), 
through a content analysis of the EFL curriculum in Turkey, found that although policy efforts 
have been made to enhance the cultural dimension, the implementation remains limited to 
surface culture aspects such as food and traditions, without delving into more essential values 
and worldviews. Meanwhile, Doeur (2022) study in Cambodia shows that teachers’ attitudes 
and beliefs towards the Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) approach significantly 
influence the successful integration of culture in classroom practices. However, in practice, the 
integration of culture in EFL curricula often remains at the level of surface culture such as food, 
festivals, and traditions while deeper cultural elements like beliefs, values, and worldviews are 
rarely addressed. This limited scope may hinder students from developing meaningful 
intercultural competence and critical cultural understanding. This article explores conceptual 
and practical approaches for integrating cultural aspects into EFL curricula to strengthen 
intercultural awareness and communicative competence. Using a library research method, it 
synthesizes relevant studies and highlights strategies, challenges, and implications for 
curriculum development and teacher practice. 
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW  
The relationship between language and culture has long been a subject of interest in applied 
linguistics, with scholars emphasizing that language learning cannot be fully understood or 
practiced in isolation from its cultural dimension. In the context of English as a Foreign 
Language (EFL), this relationship is particularly significant, as learners must navigate not only 
linguistic forms but also the cultural values, norms, and perspectives embedded within the target 
language. This section reviews the literature on integrating cultural aspects into the EFL 
curriculum, focusing on the development of intercultural communicative competence, benefits 
and challenges of cultural instruction, and strategies for creating culturally responsive curricula. 

2.1 Language, Culture, and Intercultural Competence 
 Research in applied linguistics emphasizes that language and culture are inseparable 
entities, and effective communication cannot be achieved without considering the cultural 
contexts in which language operates. Purba (2011) argues that ignoring the cultural dimension 
in language education risks communication breakdowns and hinders the development of 
communicative competence. Similarly, Griffith and Lim (2024) stress that communicative 
competence in a foreign language requires explicit and systematic teaching of cultural norms 
and values, ensuring that learners become not only fluent but also socially and culturally 
appropriate users of the language. These insights form the foundation for the concept of 
Intercultural Communicative Competence (Byram, 1997), which highlights the need to balance 
knowledge, skills, and attitudes in intercultural interactions. 

2.2 Developing Intercultural Awareness in EFL Contexts 
 Intercultural awareness has emerged as a key goal in EFL education. However, studies 
reveal varied outcomes depending on the depth and duration of cultural interventions. Tural and 
Cubukcu (2021) found that introducing culturally themed short stories alone did not 
significantly enhance students’ intercultural awareness, suggesting that isolated activities are 
insufficient. In contrast, Phongsirikul and Thongrin (2019) demonstrated that structured and 
reflective instructional models can successfully cultivate empathy, openness, and practical 
intercultural communication skills. These findings indicate that meaningful development of 
intercultural awareness requires sustained, carefully designed pedagogical approaches rather 
than incidental exposure to cultural content. 

2.3 The Role of Culture in Enhancing Learning 
 Several studies highlight the pedagogical benefits of integrating cultural content in EFL 
classrooms. Zhang and Chen (2023) showed that digital storytelling enabled culturally diverse 
students to strengthen both language proficiency and cultural identity, demonstrating the dual 
role of culture in enhancing learning outcomes and affirming learner identity. Similarly, Luo et 
al. (2024) found that incorporating traditional cultural content, such as folktales and festivals, 
into lessons increased motivation and improved performance among primary students. These 
findings align with Baker’s (2017) argument that meaning in communication is shaped by 
cultural frames, underscoring the need for culturally relevant input in language learning. 
Beyond classroom materials, institutional culture also plays a role. Vowell (2024) emphasizes 
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that organizational contexts influence the effectiveness of cultural integration, particularly in 
online and higher education environments. 

2.4 Benefits of Culturally Enriched Instruction 
 The literature consistently points to the benefits of teaching culture alongside language. 
Méndez Rojas (2024) reports that students in culturally enriched classrooms display greater 
confidence, motivation, and understanding of social norms underlying language use. Authentic 
engagement with cultural perspectives allows learners to develop empathy, tolerance, and 
intercultural sensitivity, qualities that are increasingly important in global citizenship. These 
outcomes align with Baker’s (2017) notion of intercultural awareness as a conscious 
understanding of how culturally based frames influence communication. Thus, integrating 
cultural aspects into EFL education not only strengthens linguistic competence but also 
promotes broader humanistic and social development. 

2.5 Teacher Perceptions and Implementation Challenges 
 While the value of cultural integration is widely recognized, numerous challenges limit 
its implementation. Özışık, Yeşilyurt, and Demiröz (2019) found that although EFL lecturers 
in Turkey acknowledged the importance of intercultural education, they often lacked practical 
strategies and curricular guidance. Similarly, Alhumsi (2024) reported that Jordanian teachers 
noted students’ struggles with speaking due to insufficient cultural context, yet many lacked 
the resources to address this gap. Other studies emphasize systemic constraints such as time 
limitations, centralized curriculum standards, and the dominance of Anglo-American cultural 
content in textbooks (Çelik, 2021; Doeur, 2022). In the ASEAN context, including Indonesia, 
these challenges are compounded by disparities in access to diverse materials and a tendency 
to prioritize grammar and vocabulary over intercultural skills. 

2.6 Strategies for Cultural Integration 
 Among the proposed strategies, the use of authentic materials is most frequently 
highlighted. Bernal Pinzón (2020) demonstrated that films, real-world objects, and cultural 
texts encourage learners to critically reflect on cultural stereotypes and engage with both local 
and global perspectives. Such approaches are consistent with Baker’s (2017) perspective that 
communication is context-dependent and culturally embedded. However, effective use of 
authentic materials requires teacher preparedness and reflective teaching practices. Without 
proper mediation, even authentic resources may remain superficial. Other strategies include 
encouraging intercultural interaction, adopting structured reflective models, and embedding 
cultural objectives into curriculum standards (Byram & Feng, 2004; Iswandari & Ardi, 2022). 
Collectively, these approaches suggest that successful cultural integration depends on the 
alignment of teacher training, curriculum design, and institutional support. 

2.7 Towards a Culturally Responsive EFL Curriculum 
 Overall, the literature affirms that cultural integration in EFL is not a supplementary 
element but a pedagogical necessity. Effective practice requires moving beyond surface 
culture—such as food, festivals, and traditions—to deeper cultural constructs including values, 
worldviews, and social norms (Çelik, 2021). For the Indonesian and ASEAN context, this 
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implies developing curricula that are responsive to both local identities and global demands, 
supported by professional development opportunities for teachers and access to diverse 
materials. As Wu and Gao (2025) highlight, teacher development is a transformative process, 
and equipping educators with intercultural pedagogy is crucial for ensuring sustainable change. 
Taken together, the reviewed literature underscores the urgency of rethinking EFL curricula as 
culturally responsive frameworks that prepare learners for empathetic, respectful, and effective 
communication in an interconnected world. 

3. RESEARCH METHOD  
This study adopts a qualitative library research design, focusing on conceptual analysis rather 
than primary field data. Data sources included peer-reviewed journal articles, academic books, 
and official reports related to cultural integration in EFL. Literature was gathered from 
databases such as Scopus, ERIC, and Google Scholar using keywords including EFL 
curriculum, intercultural awareness, communicative competence, and authentic materials. 
Inclusion criteria covered works published within the last 15 years, with exceptions for seminal 
studies. Sources were thematically analyzed following Byram & Feng’s (2004) framework for 
“what ought to be applied” in curriculum design and Baker’s (2017) emphasis on cultural 
dimensions in communicative use. The analysis categorized findings into recurring themes: 
intercultural awareness, the role of culture, benefits, teacher perceptions, and integration 
strategies. 

4. RESULTS  
This study synthesized findings from a range of scholarly literature on the integration of cultural 
aspects into the EFL curriculum. The results are categorized into five main themes: 

4.1 Intercultural Awareness in Language Learning 
 The review shows that developing intercultural awareness is a gradual and complex 
process. For example, Tural and Cubukcu (2021) found that culturally themed short stories did 
not produce significant improvements in students’ intercultural awareness, indicating that 
single, isolated approaches are insufficient. By contrast, Phongsirikul and Thongrin (2019) 
demonstrated that structured and reflective instructional models can cultivate openness, 
empathy, and practical skills for intercultural communication. These findings suggest that 
systematic approaches are more effective than incidental cultural exposure. 

4.2 The Role of Culture in Language Learning 
 The literature highlights that language and culture are inseparable. Zhang and Chen 
(2023) showed that digital storytelling not only improved English proficiency but also helped 
students affirm their cultural identity. Similarly, Luo et al. (2024), Mardiana and Fauzi (2024) 
reported that integrating traditional cultural content, such as folktales and festivals, increased 
learners’ motivation and performance. These studies confirm that the inclusion of both global 
and local cultural perspectives enhances intercultural communication. 
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4.3 Benefits of Teaching Culture 
 Several sources affirm that culture-enriched instruction improves confidence, 
engagement, and understanding of social norms (Méndez Rojas, 2024). Baker (2017) defines 
intercultural awareness as the ability to consciously recognize how cultural frames shape 
communication, linking language education with empathy, tolerance, and social awareness. 

4.4 Teacher Perceptions and Implementation Challenges 
 Despite recognizing the importance of cultural integration, many teachers struggle to 
apply it in practice. Özışık et al. (2019) found that lecturers lacked clear curricular guidelines 
and assessment tools. Alhumsi (2024) reported that EFL teachers in Jordan observed students’ 
difficulties in speaking, often tied to limited cultural context. The dominance of Anglo-
American culture in textbooks, combined with time constraints and lack of training, remains a 
recurring challenge (Çelik, 2021; Doeur, 2022). 

4.5 Strategies for Integrating Culture Through Authentic Materials 
 The review consistently identifies authentic materials—such as films, cultural stories, and 
real-life scenarios—as effective tools for bridging language learning and cultural engagement 
(Bernal Pinzón, 2020; Fauzi et al., 2025). These materials encourage reflection on stereotypes 
and help learners connect with both local and global cultures. 

5. DISCUSSION 
The findings indicate that integrating culture into EFL is pedagogically beneficial and 
increasingly necessary in 21st-century education. However, the literature also reveals critical 
nuances that deserve further interpretation. 
 First, the limited effectiveness of short-term cultural activities (Tural & Cubukcu, 2021) 
highlights the importance of designing curricula that incorporate sustained, reflective, and 
experiential cultural learning. Superficial exposure to festivals or food traditions does not 
adequately prepare learners for intercultural communication. Instead, models like ICA-18 
(Phongsirikul & Thongrin, 2019) show that structured interventions can foster deeper 
attitudinal change and communicative competence. 
 Second, the dual role of culture in enhancing both motivation and identity (Zhang & 
Chen, 2023; Luo et al., 2024) underscores the value of combining global perspectives with local 
traditions. For Indonesia and other ASEAN contexts, this means balancing English as an 
international language with materials that reflect regional and local cultural realities. 
 Third, while the benefits of cultural integration are widely recognized (Méndez Rojas, 
2024; Baker, 2017), the persistent challenges faced by teachers suggest a systemic gap between 
policy and classroom practice. Teachers’ lack of training, limited access to resources, and the 
dominance of Anglo-American content (Özışık et al., 2019; Çelik, 2021; Doeur, 2022) create 
barriers that must be addressed through targeted professional development and curriculum 
reform. 
 Finally, authentic materials emerge as a powerful strategy (Bernal Pinzón, 2020), but their 
success depends on teacher readiness and institutional support. Without these, even authentic 
cultural input risks remaining superficial. Thus, educational stakeholders must prioritize not 
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only curriculum revision but also capacity building for teachers and the provision of diverse 
resources. 
 Taken together, these discussions affirm that cultural integration is not an optional 
enrichment but a pedagogical imperative. In contexts such as Indonesia and the wider ASEAN 
region, building culturally responsive EFL curricula requires aligning teacher preparation, 
curriculum standards, and resource availability with the broader goal of preparing learners to 
become empathetic, respectful, and globally competent communicators. 

6. CONCLUSION  
Integrating culture into the EFL curriculum is fundamental to developing learners who are 
linguistically capable and culturally competent. Authentic materials, reflective instruction, and 
culturally responsive pedagogy can deepen students’ engagement, empathy, and intercultural 
skills. However, systemic challenges—limited resources, teacher training gaps, and narrow 
curricular standards—must be addressed to ensure consistent application. Policymakers, 
curriculum developers, and teacher educators should: 
1) Embed intercultural competence as a core learning outcome. 
2) Provide sustained teacher training on intercultural pedagogy. 
3) Diversify teaching materials to include both global and local cultural perspectives. 
 Future research should explore classroom-based interventions and longitudinal impacts 
of cultural integration on learners’ communicative competence. In a globalized era, preparing 
learners to communicate respectfully and effectively across cultures is not supplementary—it 
is essential. 
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