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1. Introduction

Japan’s Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT) has been
implementing English language education with a goal of cultivating learners to become
those who successfully communicate with English speakers from diverse linguistic/cultural
backgrounds in international environments. In this education, the learners are expected to
develop their abilities and knowledge essential for establishing a successful intercultural
communication (IC) undertaken in English by multicultural interlocutors.

To nurture learners’ necessary abilities and knowledge for IC, the exposure of IC in
classrooms becomes of great importance as Japanese learners of English have few opportu-
nities to experience IC in their daily life. In this environment, EFL textbooks play a crucial
role of providing appropriate readings which enable learners to examine IC and to help
them acquire intercultural communicative competence. This competence, essential to estab-
lish an IC, is constructed by the following four competences, according to Byram (2021): (1)
linguistic competence (the ability to produce and understand the utterances by applying
linguistic rules), (2) sociolinguistic competence (the ability to negotiate meaning of the ut-
terances with interlocutors in sociocultural contexts), (3) discourse competence (the ability
to adopt suitable strategies to establish a communication by applying the communicative
norms in a given situation), and (4) intercultural competence (knowledge of various cultures,
appropriate attitude, essential skills, and critical cultural awareness).

This paper proposes the enthusiastic use of a literary work as an appropriate reading in
an EFL textbook to develop learners’ intercultural communicative competence; literary
works include “novels, short stories, plays and poems which are functional and convey their
message by paying considerable attention to language which is rich and multi-layered”
(Lazar, 1993: 5). To show appropriateness of using literary works in EFL education, firstly
this paper will present how the work has been seen in language education, and explain what
elements are necessary for a reading to be appropriate. After that, this paper will demon-
strate what can be learned from a literary work by using an actual short story, in addition
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to my study results about the use of literature in Japan. Lastly, challenges that current EFL
textbooks face will be discussed.

2. Literary works as learners’ models in EFL education

For a long time, literature has been used in language learning classrooms. Carter and Long
(1991) demonstrate the appropriateness of its use in EFL education by providing the follow-
ing three models.

2.1. The language model

A literary work becomes learners’ language model as it shows how the target language is
formed from the linguistic perspectives (i.e., lexical, semantic, and syntactic perspectives);
the work often includes subtle and varied creative use of the language through linguistic
forms, and is frequently seen as “the highest form of expression of the target language”
(Gilroy & Parkinson, 1997: 213). Traditionally, language education has taken advantage of
this characteristic to develop learners’ linguistic competence.

Since the 1980s when the communicative language teaching has become a popular
method, literature is used to exemplify not only linguistic but sociolinguistic information of
the language such as genre, register, sociolect, and dialect (Gilroy & Parkinson, 1997). A
literary work generally includes discourse undertaken by interlocutors, so that it enables
learners to see that the interlocutors adopt suitable forms depending on to whom, when, and
where to use; they are led to recognize that the language has variations. Further, the work
enables them to examine what conversational rules and strategies are used to converse
(Pulverness & Tomlinson, 2013). By analyzing discourse conventions and situational con-
straints on conversational behavior in the work, learners can nurture sociolinguistic and
discourse competence in addition to linguistic competence. Therefore, a literary work in
communicative language classrooms is treated as a teaching material that develops learn-
ers’ reading skills as well as oral and writing skills by encouraging them to appreciate var-
ious language use in the work (Gilroy & Parkinson, 1997).

2.2. The cultural model

A literary work functions as learners’ cultural model; it depicts people’s lifestyle, beliefs,
values, acceptable behaviors as well as social norms in a given country, and enables the
learners to “engage in a conversation among cultures, explore unfamiliar traditions, and
evaluate human relationships” (Sam, Lien, & Dan, 2016: 116). The literary work makes it
possible for the learners to study the culture without being in the country.

There are various cultures presented in literary works. Some works describe the culture
of learners’ own country, and others depict cultures of other countries. In EFL classrooms,
learners need to expand knowledge of their own culture as well as other cultures (McKay,
2002); it is important for the learners to study their own culture as it makes them reinforce
their knowledge of the culture. Learning cultures of other countries is also essential to ad-
vance the learners’ cultural knowledge and enables them to recognize similarities and dif-
ferences by comparing the cultures to their own. This learning process helps them nurture
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their cultural awareness as they can develop a sense of appreciation and respect toward
each culture and cultural diversity.

2.3. The personal growth model

In addition to acquiring knowledge of various cultures, literature invites learners to “grow
as individuals as well as in their relationships with the people and institutions around
them” (Carter & Long, 1991: 3). This is achieved by examining interactions depicted in a
literary work which makes learners understand suitable attitudes for a successful commu-
nication; the learners analyze what attitudes enhance or hinder relationships with others.
Moreover, the learners can see people’s life in the work, reflect on their own life, and be in-
spired to think about what kind of life they want to lead and what might be necessary to
have a successful life.

In summary, a literary work provides learners with opportunities to examine appropriate
attitudes for communication and think about their life. In other words, they can acquire
knowledge of the necessary attitudes for a successful IC and knowledge to be mature indi-
viduals through a literary work.

2.4. The use of multicultural literary work

The three models above illustrate that a literary work becomes a valuable resource to nur-
ture learners’ essential abilities and knowledge for successful communications. In particu-
lar, a multicultural literary work is of great importance as it includes the following three
essential elements.

First, a multicultural literary work illustrates the interlocutors’ various cultures. By ex-
amining lifestyle, social norms, and beliefs in a given setting of the work, learners can ex-
pand their cultural knowledge and nurture their intercultural competence such as appropri-
ate attitude and skills for IC and critical cultural awareness.

Second, a multicultural literary work can provide learners with examples of interlocutors’
interactions, so that they can analyze what discourse conventions and situational con-
straints are used; thus, their sociolinguistic and discourse competence are nurtured.
Further, misunderstanding and/or miscommunication between interlocutors caused by
cultural differences will be depicted in their interaction; this enables learners to examine
what obstacles are involved in an IC. As a result, the learners recognize that establishing
an IC is not always successful for interlocutors and that some situations require them to
problem solve. This recognition is essential for the learners to prepare for IC.

Third, the literary work is most likely to include multicultural interlocutors’ conversation;
this includes linguistic as well as sociolinguistic information (genre, register, sociolect, dia-
lect, forms of address, and the expression of politeness, etc.). While reading about the various
conversations, learners can analyze what expressions are used in what situation to whom in
the IC.

When a multicultural literary work possesses the above elements, it would function as an
appropriate reading to develop learners’ intercultural communicative competence.
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3. The use of literature in Japan’s EFL textbooks

In Japan, many literary works were used in EFL textbooks until the promotion of commu-
nicative language teaching by MEXT. Since the 1980s, the use of this type of works has
steadily declined because the works are perceived to be unsuitable for developing communi-
cation skills; today, there are not many literary works presented in EFL textbooks (Erikawa,
2008).

3.1. My study results on literary works in EFL textbooks

To provide evidence of the rare use of literary works in Japan, I examined 12 senior high
school EFL textbooks in 2023. The examined textbooks were English Communication I
published by four textbook companies (Keirinkan, Sanseido, Suuken Shuppan, and Tokyo
Shoseki); these textbooks were chosen as the data from Kyoukasho Repooto Henshuu Iinkai
(2021) demonstrated that 70% of senior high schools in Japan adopted either of these text-
books in 2021. An English Communication I class, aiming to develop learners’ four basic
English skills, is a required class for first-year students. Every examined textbook has either
eight or ten units, each of which basically includes a reading text; some units have addition-
al reading texts.

There are 174 readings in total in the examined textbooks. Many of the readings are es-
says/nonfiction stories (116 readings); some interviews/conversations (21 readings) and
presentations/speeches (26 readings) are also included. Most of the readings depict interna-
tional events or people’s experience in international settings; these readings often describe
people who enthusiastically work in an international environment and who successfully live
in a country different from their origin. The textbooks also include some readings that depict
misunderstanding or miscommunication between interlocutors, and the number of this type
of readings is eight out of the 174 readings; many of them describe a life story about people
who face difficulties in IC.

Of the 174 readings, only 11 readings are literary works, all of which are short stories
except one excerpt from a novel. Literary works in the textbooks occupy only 6.3% of the
entire readings; however, they are not used in any of the units, but in an additional reading
section outside of the units, and some textbooks do not include any literary works at all.

Among the 11 literary works, only one reading, “One Autumn Date” written by the
Japanese author, Daisuke Ikenoue, in the textbook, Landmark Fit by Keirinkan, includes
multicultural interlocutors. This provides evidence that multicultural literary works are
not perceived as important for preparing learners for IC by textbook producers.

3.2. An example of multicultural literary work

In EFL textbooks, a multicultural literary work contributes to developing learners’ neces-
sary abilities and knowledge for successful ICs. As an example, “One Autumn Date” in
Landmark Fit is examined here. This work presents interaction undertaken by multicultur-
al interlocutors; it describes the life of a Japanese female student, Ayuko, and the interaction
with her Malaysian boyfriend, Tony, at an American university. The following is an excerpt
from this short story depicting their date arranged by him for the first time; they previously
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had a date many times, all of which were arranged by Ayuko. Therefore, Ayuko was very
excited about this particular date.

They were talking happily for the first thirty minutes. Then they became silent for a
while. Ayuko expected something romantic would happen.

Tony was the one who broke the silence. He said, “A-yu-ko?”

Ayuko thought that Tony would kiss her. She was both excited and nervous as she an-
swered, “Yes, Tony?” To her surprise, he took off his duffle coat and put it on her. Ayuko
had no choice but to say, “Thank you, Tony.” Then silence came again.

Another few minutes passed. Ayuko thought about saying something, but she didn’t.
She didn’t want to break the romantic mood between them.

Then another ten minutes passed, Tony said again, “A-yu-ko?”

“Here he comes! Finally he has decided to kiss me!” she thought. She looked Tony in the
eyes and said, “Yes, Tony?”

“All right.” Then he took off his sweater and put it on her, saying, “Maybe you’ve got a
cold.”

Again, Ayuko had no choice but to say to him, “Thank you Tony, but aren’t you cold?”
“Well, yeah. What do you think? But if you are cold, it’s my job to warm you up.” said
Tony, shivering.

“That’s very kind of you, but you don’t have to do that. I'm not as cold as you are.”
Tony said, “Why? I asked you twice and you said ‘Yes!”

She suddenly understood all the strange behavior of her boyfriend. He wasn’t calling
her name; he was asking her if she was cold!

Ayuko started laughing. Tony also laughed, knowing what happened. Ayuko grabbed
him, hugged him tightly, and said, “I love you, Tony.”

Tony, with a face red like a tomato, said, “I love you too, Ayuko.”

Ayuko answered with a smile, “No, I'm not cold now.” (p.177-8)

This excerpt illustrates Ayuko’s misperception toward Tony’s behavior. She expected to be
kissed as it is not unusual while dating in Japanese culture, but it did not happen in this
instance most likely because of cultural differences. Tony is from a Muslim country where
kissing is not allowed while dating. Initially, Ayuko thought maybe he did not like her be-
cause he was not trying to kiss her, and she also did not think when he simply said her name
he was asking if she was okay, or cold, as both of these things did not follow Japanese cul-
tural norms; his behavior confused her. However, she finally realized that the reason he
offered her his coat and sweater was because he cared very much about her.

Looking at this excerpt from Tony’s perspective, we can see the difference; he was very
concerned about whether she felt cold, as he, who was from a tropical country, felt the day
was very cold. He, therefore, called just her name out of concern, and offered her his coat
and sweater. He tried to show his affection to her through this; his cultural norms were such
that he did not anticipate her expectation of being kissed.

This excerpt shows that both Ayuko and Tony experienced an unsmooth IC given that her
cultural norms are different from his. It is a valuable reading for learners, as this enables
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them to understand that people behave differently following their own cultural norms, to
recognize that cultural differences may cause some challenges in communication, and to
think about the way to handle them; in addition, it gives the learners’ opportunities to ex-
plore interlocutors’ cultures.

The conversation between Ayuko and Tony contains another important feature which is
the sociolinguistic use of English. The conversation is made between international students
at an American university, so that it depicts the language of international students; learners
can see the actual English use of these students. Their English is standard as they have
learned it in formal education in their countries; moreover, their English is casual as the
conversation was undertaken between a romantic couple. Generally speaking, a language
has both casual and formal forms, either of which must be chosen by the speaker according
to the place, time, and situation by following their social norms. This is one of the sociolin-
guistic uses of the language, and students need to know it for their potential IC. Conversation
in a literary text is very important as it is likely to show the sociolinguistic use of the lan-
guage, which contributes to fostering learners’ sociolinguistic and discourse competencies.

The examination of “One Autumn Date” provides evidence that a multicultural literary
work is likely to include ICs which makes it possible for learners to examine interactions
between multicultural interlocutors as well as their language use in a given context. This
type of literary work also enables learners to expand cultural knowledge, understand appro-
priate attitudes to enhance communication, and think about solutions to solve misunder-
standing and/or miscommunication problems in IC. Therefore, a multicultural literary work
functions effectively to develop learners’ intercultural communicative competence.

3.3. Exercises for a literary work

One of the goals of English language education in Japan is to prepare learners for establish-
ing a successful IC, and multicultural literary works contribute to achieving this goal.
However, simply reading these does not prepare them for IC; they should engage in critical
thinking, as recommended by Nault (2011) who had his students analyze people’s interac-
tion in the multicultural literary work and figure out what could have been done to avoid
the conflict between interlocutors.

Critical thinking belongs to a high-order thinking process (analyzing and evaluating), and
is “a mindset that involves thinking reflectively, rationally and reasonably”: Critical think-
ing exercises include contrastive analysis, evaluating the writer’s or speaker’s intentions,
finding the underlying message of the text, and examining the strength of its arguments
and its effectiveness (Dummett & Hughes, 2019: 4). In contrast, basic comprehension (re-
membering, applying, and understanding) is placed in a low-order thinking process which
involves “understanding the essential meaning of a word, sentence, text, or idea”: Exercises
categorized into basic comprehension include fill in the blank, matching items, and yes/no
questions (Dummett & Hughes, 2019: 10). In EFL classrooms, the use of both critical
thinking and basic comprehension exercises works effectively for nurturing learners’ inter-
cultural communicative competence.

Importantly, critical thinking brings some benefits to learners for the development of in-
tercultural communicative competence. First, it invites the learners to question and analyze/
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reflect the given information and come to reasonable conclusions through deeper level
learning (Dummett & Hughes, 2019). Second, critical thinking helps learners expand
self-knowledge which enables them to “look at the self in connection to other selves and to
both the physical and social environments” (Noddings, 2006: 289). Therefore, this thinking
leads the learners to understand the shared meanings, beliefs, values, and behaviors in
other cultures in relation to their own. Due to these benefits, each reading of an EFL text-
book should accompany critical thinking.

In the interest of checking the use of exercise types (critical thinking or basic comprehen-
sion) in literary works, I examined each of the works in the 12 English Communication I
textbooks and found that most of the works simply assigned reading comprehension ques-
tions which are in the basic comprehension type, and some included no exercises whatsoever.
However, one exception was found; the multicultural literary work, “One Autumn Date”,
also assigns a critical thinking exercise; in this exercise, learners make an inference from
the girl’s last words and discuss it in class.

4. Challenges that EFL textbooks in Japan face

In EFL classrooms, multicultural literary works play a significant role of offering learners
to examine IC undertaken by multicultural interlocutors. In Japan, however, as evidenced
by my study, these works rarely appear in the examined textbooks; this is one of the chal-
lenges that the textbooks face today. There is another challenge of the textbooks; many do
not have multicultural literary works in them and those that do do not have enough variety
of exercises, particularly critical thinking exercises. These indicate that learners are not
provided sufficient opportunities to examine IC in classrooms, and suggest that many text-
book producers overlook the fact that a multicultural literary work is a valuable resource for
learners to develop their intercultural communicative competence; the work is valuable as
it provides the three models of learners described by Carter and Long (1991), the language
model, the cultural model, and the personal growth model.

Why are multicultural literary works overlooked in EFL education in Japan? This is at-
tributed to the perception possessed by many textbook producers that a literary work is not
suitable for developing learners’ communication skills. Until the 1980s MEXT promoted the
grammar-translation method in English language teaching (ELT). During this period,
readings in the textbooks were chosen to best satisfy the goal of developing learners’ vocab-
ulary and grammar knowledge and understanding of the readings; a literary work was fre-
quently used since it was seen as the learners’ language model illustrating sophisticated
expressions of the target language. The focus of ELT was to develop learners’ linguistic
competence, and literary works were used for the purpose. Possibly, this use might have
hindered textbook producers to recognize that it is additionally a valuable resource to devel-
op learners’ sociolinguistic, discourse, and intercultural competence.

Another explanation of why multicultural literary works are overlooked in EFL education
comes from the general tendency taken by textbook producers of avoiding using controver-
sial topics in EFL textbooks. Traditionally, issues of PARSNIP (politics, alcohol, religion,
narcotics, isms, and pork) and about disability, racism, and conspiracy theories have been
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avoided as these are seen as controversial (Ludwig & Summer, 2023). A multicultural liter-
ary work depicts interaction between interlocutors from different cultural/linguistic back-
grounds which might include misunderstanding and/or miscommunication caused by their
cultural differences. Possibly, the involvement of misunderstanding/miscommunication in
the work is perceived as controversial and therefore undesirable to be a reading topic.
Instead, the textbook producers seem to prefer to adopt a reading illustrating IC as the in-
teraction always conducted by interlocutors in a harmonious and cooperative way. This is
supported by my textbook study demonstrating that many readings often describe people’s
success stories or international cooperative events.

This paper provides evidence that current textbooks barely use multicultural literary
works, failing to recognize that these works are valuable resources for nurturing learners’
intercultural communicative competence. Although there are various types of literary
works at present such as novels, short stories, plays, and poems, only a certain type of liter-
ary work contributes to developing intercultural communicative competence; a multicultur-
al literary work depicting discourse between interlocutors is best suited for this purpose.
Learners need to be given enough opportunities to examine multicultural interlocutors’
discourse in classrooms for their potential IC.

5. Conclusion

Multicultural literary works become precious resources to assist learners’ acquisition of in-
tercultural communicative competence. However, the use of this type of work is overlooked
in Japan’s current ELT by EFL textbook producers; this situation yields an unsuccessful
achievement of MEXT’s educational goal of nurturing learners to be those who can success-
fully communicate with English speakers from various backgrounds in international envi-
ronments. This paper attempts to demonstrate how important multicultural literary works
are to cultivate learners’ intercultural communicative competence for the preparation for
IC. The use of multicultural literary works needs to be encouraged to achieve MEXT’s edu-
cational goal.
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