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ABSTRACT

ARTICLE HISTORY . . . .
English textbooks can be the frontiers of Second Language (L2) and world views for English as

Foreign Language (EFL) learners. This qualitative study aimed to uncover how pictures of Iranian-

Received: 24 October 2023 published English textbooks represent identities in terms of gender, race, and nation. To this end, an
Revised: 26 November 2023 intersectional lens was employed to analyze the English textbook Vision 2, which was taught in

Iranian high school, as the subject of the study. The Visual data were collected and analyzed and the
Accepted: 15 February 2024 findings obtained by using the models of Nelson (2019) and Zarza (2018) uncovered that Vision 2
Published: 31 March 2024 could not provide a successful and realistic view of the gender, race, and class for the EFL learners.

Insufficient representations of female characters, different races, and nations were the most
prominent findings of the present research. This study provided some explanations and suggestions
for the following revision of EFL textbooks. In addition, the detrimental consequences of the current

CORRESPONDING AUTHOR approach have been discussed.
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1. Introduction

The intersectionality concept originated in old decades but the term was coined in 1989 by Crenshaw in the U.S. (Crenshaw,
1994). Today, this concept has advanced in other research areas such as Sociology (Choo & Ferree, 2010), Education (Tefera
et al., 2018), Medicine (Wilson et al., 2019), Mathematics Education (Bullock, 2018), Chemistry (French et al., 2023), and
Psychology (Grzanka et al., 2020). The reason for the importance of studying intersectionality in education in general and in
EFL education in particular might be the crucial role of educational materials in shaping learners’ thoughts and their subsequent
actions and behaviors in response to social and international interactions (Myers, 1997; Reid, & Miller, 1980; Wijayanti et al.,
2022).

English textbooks in public education not only clarify the compilers’ ideas and their thoughts but they can uncover
compilers’ intentions for training potential learners and preparing them for their future roles. Although learners usually are not
limited to public educational materials for learning fundamental steps and views in socialization and internationalization, EFL
materials in public education can play a pivotal role in nurturing social and international views for those who accept public
educational materials as the foundation for education. Remembering that the purpose of the educational system has been noted
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to prepare individuals for getting social roles and considering the rapid advances in the digital era for studying, working, and
living as an international citizen, this study tried to shed light on the untouched aspect of intersectionality in Iranian public
education. In sum, educational systems are not responsible for teaching basic knowledge to individuals but they have to utilize
broader views to train people for a peaceful and collaborative version of social and international lifestyles. Further, the
collection of Vision has been one of the revised versions of EFL education in public education in Iran, so the contribution of
this study can play a role for educational policy-makers, material developers, and course designers. In addition, EFL teachers
might find this study, interesting and relevant to their professions.

2. Literature review

Textbook analysis has been recognized as one of the key lines of research in ELT. In recent decades and studies on textbook
analysis and visual analysis have increased (Gulya & Fehérvari, 2023; Hamid, 2022; Sleeter, & Grant, 2017; Ullah, & Skelton,
2013) and some of them are reviewed in this section.

2.1. Visual textbook analysis

Mulcahy and Samuels (1987) in their study of illustrations over three hundred years in the U.S. published textbooks discussed
that pictorial aspects of textbooks can resemble the graphical arts of ancient caves i.e. both of these examples aimed at
interacting through pictures. Based on their study, hieroglyphics, Chinese scripts, and TV commercials were also in the
categorization of visual interactions. The main contribution of pictures in educational materials such as textbooks has been
notified as the learning facilitators (Chen et al., 2019; Hafiz, & Anisa, 2022). This critical contribution does not seem to be
replaced by other things in all kinds of textbooks either ELT or other subjects (Nisak et al., 2021). Further, Masur (1998)
pointed to the use of superficial pictures as the inevitable aspect of textbooks for the ease of meaning-making. Continuing this
line of research, Stylianidou (2002) confirmed that visual aspects of textbooks not only facilitate understanding but can also
facilitate teachers’ tasks in teaching. From cognitive, affective, and motivational psychology, Lenzner et al. (2013) noticed
students’ attention, motivation, and affective aspects in response to pictures in textbooks. According to their findings, when
students had a low level of background knowledge in a given part, pictures could help students to compensate in the learning
process. In recent years, Derakhshan (2024) studied and discussed on the importance of visual aspects of textbooks and noted
that issues such as culture seem to be part of Iranian EFL textbooks. Thus, examining textbooks in terms of different semiotic
approaches seems to be critical for updating textbooks. This line of research still seems to have great potential for investigation.

2.2. Gender representations in textbooks

Searching in the studies of gender representation in textbooks uncovered that the main motive for such studies has been
recognized as providing an equal opportunity for both genders to obtain social roles in their societies (Blumberg, 2008). Prior
studies have shown that women were presented with the role of mother in EFL textbooks which can display that textbooks
were not representative of the real world (Otlowski, 2003). Since pictorial aspects of textbooks can be “memorable”, this part
of education deserves high attention and expertise works (Levin, & Mayer, 2012).

To review some of the relevant literature, Law, and Chen (2004) in their analysis of textbooks in Hong Kong observed
that textbooks preserved the stereotypes of genders. In the subsequent research, Good et al. (2010) advanced beyond recognition
of stereotypes of gender textbooks and suggestions. They could also predict how these gender stereotypes can endanger female
social roles and statuses. In the following study, Foroutan (2012) also examined how genders were presented in Iranian
textbooks in terms of socialization theory for understanding the educational system and materials. Based on his study, the
representation of genders in textbooks can influence gender socialization. He also identified that male and female stereotypes
were observed hierarchically in the textbooks. In the next study, Sovi¢ and Hus (2015) studied textbooks for the gender
stereotype and reported that they could observe that although the material and contents were adapted for young learners’
cognitive system, the male characters were presented more in comparison with female characters in the textbooks. In the
following international research, Islam and Asadullah (2018) also checked textbooks published by Malaysian, Indonesian,
Pakistani, and Bangladeshi educational systems and confirmed that textbooks were not impartial in terms of gender in the
educational context. In the following study, Lestariyana et al. (2020) checked gender roles in Indonesian ELT textbooks and
reported that the stereotypes of genders were presented in the textbook thus; they suggested that considering the role of
textbooks in transforming values for the next generations, it might be very determinative to consider gender equality and
possible bias in compiling textbooks. In the next research, Hosseini Ahmadabadi and Azad (2023) tried to analyze ELT
textbooks in Iran with an EFL teachers’ lens. The main focus of their study was on the representation of gender and gender
pedagogical effects. Having conducted a survey and semi-structured interview with 330 male and female EFL teachers, they
reported that male characters had a significant role in the contents represented in the textbook. They also reported that EFL
teachers believed that the inequality observed in the gender roles of the textbooks can influence students’ future social roles
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either in education or in vocation. As noted above gender stereotypes cannot be linked to one context thus the study of gender
bias and stereotypes seems to have a contribution beyond local settings.

Despite many attempts to analyze Iranian textbooks in general (Seddighi et al., 2021; Zarei, & Hossein Nia, 2023) and
English textbooks in particular (Rashidi & Kehtarfard, 2014), there are still aspects of textbooks which need investigation. This
study examined how intersectionality might be considered in the pictures of English textbooks in Iran. The main point that
differentiates the present study from the previous ones such as Hosseini Ahmadabadi and Azad (2023) might be the
concentration on pictorial aspects of EFL textbooks, as the part of the textbook that can catch students’ attention even before
the reading phase. The crucial impression caused by textbook pictures was one of the key motivations for selecting this aspect
of textbooks (Kasmaienezhadfard et al., 2015). Textbook pictures can shape students’ meaning of learning, creativity process,
imaginary assumption, motivation, stable learning facilitator, and homogenizing society (Kasmaienezhadfard et al., 2015;
Perlmutter, 1997; Yasar, & Seremet, 2007). Considering the mentioned issues, Iranian textbooks seem not to be sought for
intersectionality in the presented pictures. In addition, EFL textbooks as the compulsory part of general and public education
would be taught at every kind of education at the high-school levels (even at skill-based education), thus, the importance of
EFL textbooks can go beyond what might be assumed. Regardless of the possibility of English language use for students’ future
occupations, pictures of EFL textbooks can influence students’ cognitive systems for a long time if not lifelong.

Rezki and Yassine (2024) compared gender representation in two different EFL textbooks i.e., Algerian EFL textbook
“At the Crossroads” and the French EFL textbook “Let’s Meet Up”. They used a multimodal analysis for different sections of
images, grammar, and visual designs. According to their findings, male characters were used in both EFL textbooks more than
female characters. In addition, male characters had more prominent roles than female characters. Based on their conclusion,
the Algerian EFL textbook “At the Crossroads” and the French EFL textbook “Let’s Meet Up” could not provide a condition
for gender equality in the visual aspects of the textbooks while textbooks were published in two different countries and systems.
Collectively, such studies imply revisions and improvements of textbooks, policies, and subsequently views in real life.

2.3. Race representation in textbooks

Race has been noted as one of the critical variables in analyzing textbooks, because textbooks cannot be seen as a bank of
information but rather, they convey messages for teachers and students (Smith, 2024). Considering the influences of pictures
in textbooks, pictures depicted in the textbooks have been studied in different fields such as Mathematics (Pohle et al., 2024).
According to Pohle et al. (2024), probably, one of the most prominent effects of neglecting race in the visual aspects of
textbooks might be noted in the problematic stereotypes in professions and social role acceptance.

Another instance of focusing on race in visual aspects of textbooks was carried out for the History textbooks in the
U.S. (Lewis & Crowley, 2024). The investigation of the History textbooks uncovered that the neglected groups (people of color
in this case) were also neglected from their social benefits (Lewis & Crowley, 2024). As it seems, the negative consequences
of a lack of consideration for visual aspects of race in textbooks can lead to problems in social and even economic policies.
The current literature on intersectionality can uncover how race representations were neglected in the research aspects of EFL
research and teachings therefore identifying gaps and filling the gaps need to be followed in the Iranian EFL setting.

2.4. Nation representation in textbooks

The emphasis on the critical role of involving other nations and introducing their culture seems to be pivotal in L2 education
(Javed, & Atta, 2024). One of the advantages of representing different nations in the textbooks might be identifying variables
in different cultures and learners’ own cultures (Astaifi & El Allame, 2024; Khoeriah et al., 2024). In addition, the
representation of nations in EFL textbooks can shape learners’ ideologies (Shah, 2023). In this regard, Durna (2023) checked
the variable of the nation in the History textbooks of Germany, Spain, and Turkey. Based on her findings, representations of
pictures were in line with the views that the countries were interested in such as dominance, policies, and economics.

After notifying the importance of adding nations into EFL textbooks, it is also considerable to mention why it is a
pitfall for not involving other nations in the EFL textbooks. One of the detrimental consequences of lack of consideration in
adding other nations to foreign language education might be lack of developing intercultural for the learners (Sadeghzadegan
et al., 2024).

3. Methodology

3.1. Analytical framework

The emphasis on the critical role of involving other nations and introducing their culture seems to be pivotal in L2 education
(Javed, & Atta, 2024). One of the advantages of representing different nations in the textbooks might be identifying variables
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in different cultures and learners” own cultures (Astaifi & El Allame, 2024; Khoeriah et al., 2024). In addition, the
representation of nations in EFL textbooks can shape learners’ ideologies (Shah, 2023). In this regard, Durna (2023) checked
the variable of the nation in the History textbooks of Germany, Spain, and Turkey. Based on her findings, representations of
pictures were in line with the views that the countries were interested in such as dominance, policies, and economics.

After notifying the importance of adding nations into EFL textbooks, it is also considerable to mention why it is a
pitfall for not involving other nations in the EFL textbooks. One of the detrimental consequences of lack of consideration in
adding other nations to foreign language education might be lack of developing intercultural for the learners (Sadeghzadegan,
etal., 2024).

3.2. Method

This textbook analysis used the models of Nelson (2019), and Zarza (2018) for the visual content analysis of the textbook of
Vision 2 for analyzing textbooks’ representation of gender, race, and nation, of identities in pictures of individuals in public
English textbooks published for high school students in Iran. Vision 2 met the required criteria of this study: 1) it was the
nationally published textbook taught in both public and private schools in Iran, and 2) it had pictures and illustrations of people.
Table 1 presents the preliminary features of Vision 2.

Table 1. Data Source: Vision 2 preliminary features

No. Title Page analysis
Total pages= 110
1 Vision2 Pages with photo/ illustrations of people= 37
Analyzed pictures=51

As Table 1 reports, the raw data of this study (51 pictures) were collected from 37 pages in which the illustration of
human beings was presented either in the form of real photos of individuals or in the format of drawing and painting. The raw
data was classified based on the variables of the investigation i.e., gender, race, and class. To this end, the pictures were saved
into electronic forms with brief explanations for subsequent categorizations. Another issue for categorizing the pictures was
the consideration of pictures captions but it became apparent that pictures in the English textbooks lacked captions for additional
information. In other words, the pictures were used as the instructional facilitator and decorating pages therefore, the book
compilers seem to assume that no caption was needed.

One of the authors coded the pictures and then the coded tables were double-checked by other assistant experts. After
examination and classification of the pictures, 51 Pictures were selected for the final analysis based on the models of Nelson
(2019), and Zarza (2018). The software of M.S. Excel was used for the data classification; summarization and analysis (see the
Appendix section). The coding table was checked and analyzed based on the research questions, variables,s and the purpose of
the study. The results obtained from the analyzing models are presented in the subsequent section.

4. Results

In the analysis stage, it became apparent that among 51 pictures, only one picture encompassed characters of both genders male
and female. Table 2 reports gender distribution in textbook pictures.

Table 2. Gender distribution in Vision 2 pictures

Genders in a picture  Number of pictures Percent (%)

M&F 1 1.96
Male 37 72.54

Female 13 25.49
Total 51 100

As shown in Table 2, males were the dominant characters in the visual analysis of Vision 2. Table 3 focused on the
alphabetical order of the races shown in Vision 2.

Table 3. Race distribution in Vision 2 pictures
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Race in a picture  Number of pictures Percent

African American 2 3.92
American 2 3.92
Asian 45 88.23
European 2 3.92
Total 51 100

Table 4 displays the distribution of nations in the pictures of Vision 2.

Table 4. Nation distribution in Vision 2

Nation representation in a picture  Number of pictures Percent

African American 2 3.92
American 1 1.96
Arabian 1 1.96
European 2 3.92
Iranian 45 88.23
Total 51 100

The qualitative analysis of the visual aspects of Vision 2 uncovered that Vision 2 emphasized the role of men, the
Iranian race, and the nation.

5. Discussion

The findings could verify that revised Iranian EFL textbooks still focused on male and national race and nation. In other words,
Iranian EFL textbooks were used to expand EFL learners’ interests in their nation and culture. The obtained results could be
similar results in the studies conducted by Sadeghzadegan et al. (2024) who also admitted the traditional views in Iranian EFL
textbooks. The results were also similar to Phuong and Vanderstraeten (2024) who noted the emphasis on National Identity in
EFL textbooks. Such similarity might be linked to the war experiences of the two countries Iran and Vietnam and the
considerations of their territory. While these findings can trigger solutions for following revisions of the textbooks, it seems
vital to check and examine EFL textbooks’ content and visual aspects with experts. The key question of such view might be
“Why do EFL learners need to study English?” if the answer is to communicate with other nations, races, and genders thus
those groups should be added to the EFL textbooks’ visual and content parts. Another assumption for interpreting this result
might be preserving young generations from being attracted by Western culture and possibly preventing future brain drain.
While it is worth noting that brain drain can have other reasons, the scope of this study does not discuss further on this aspect.

One of the possible reasons for achieving these results might be the stabilized traditional views on women’s role in
social life despite the revolutionized status of women in comparison with past eras. Another possible explanation for the
findings might be the lack of opportunity for interacting with other nations. If there were a considerable number of international
communications with diverse nations and races, there might be considerations into the chance of such interactions and thus
adding the pictures of diverse groups in Vision 2. While there are many chances to watch different nations and races on social
media these days, it seems necessary to add representations for less-attended groups in the EFL textbooks. Another possible
explanation for the current status might be dealing with the conservative approach to teaching and learning Western languages
and culture that has been followed by the authorities in Iran (Orakc1 & Khalili, 2024). Such an approach could lead to preventing
the use of Western’s (or other nations’ and races’) elements. Since this approach cannot provide a real picture of the world for
the EFL learners; this approach seems to need revisions based on the EFL learners’ needs.

The main contribution of this study might be uncovering how people may see the English language, English language
learning, and individuals of other nations. The findings of this study can also clarify how Iranian English textbooks looked and
taught globalized views in EFL education. Probably, this study might emphasize that EFL education should not be regarded as
training in grammar, vocabulary, and written aspects of the English language. In other words, learning a new language
necessitates considering the target language and global cultures, and more importantly the latest educational trends (Khalili, &
Adel, 2024; 2023a & 2023b).

Although the relevant theories of this study were discussed above, this study can be linked to the other theories. In
other words, since the case of gender in the intersectionality theory can be linked to feminist studies, this study can be linked
to Feminist Theory as well. The main role of Feminist theory has been noted to be providing equity and equal opportunity for
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women in social settings. Textbooks can play a significant role in shaping equal social roles for women. Female students can
accept that they have authority over their personal lives to create promotional opportunities for themselves while male students
can accept the beneficial role of women in their societies. Thus, no one can assume that education has been seen as the end of
individuals’ social lives, but it is the starting point for advancing in sciences and jobs (Knudsen, 2006).

One of the main contributions of this study was reminding which groups were neglected in the EFL textbooks and
need to be considered in future revisions of the present draft. As there have been revisions for the present textbooks, the
promising approach of the Ministry of Education in improving textbooks might be another positive part of this study.

6. Conclusion

Having analyzed the visual aspect of Vision 2, this study will suggest remedies for coping with such as condition. Reminding
the absence of minorities in Vision 2 can clarify that the revised version of Vision 2 might be more productive by adding
neglected groups of Gender, Race, and Nation. Advancing to the new era of education necessitates consistent analysis and
revisions in educational materials, training courses, teachers’ educations, and teaching and learning trends (Smith, 2024). This
study reminded us that without considering all groups in the visual aspects of EFL textbooks, setting for success in different
aspects of human social life might not be possible.

One of the limitations of this research was the focus on one textbook which impeded concentration on other textbooks
in Iran, either in English or in other subjects. Another limitation of this research was the focus on just the visual aspects of the
textbook thus, this study could not check the contents noted in the textbook. Since this study checked a limited scope of
intersectionality in English textbooks, the finding of generalizability needs caution. Further, this study checked Iranian-
published English textbooks thus this study failed to add possible comparisons and contrasts.

Suggestions for further research can focus on textbook analysis in terms of both content analysis and visual analysis
to provide a comprehensive perspective of the textbook materials. In addition, scholars can examine if textbooks of other
subjects (other than English) have considered intersectionality in their fields. Future studies can focus concentrate on
comparative research between Iranian and other nations’ published English textbooks to provide a more realistic view of Iranian
textbooks.

The implications of this study are related to educational policy-makers, course designers, task developers, teacher
trainers, and material developers. Considering the emotional aspects of education can pave the way for developing more
peaceful, bright, and collaborative societies and countries. Moreover, investing in nurturing besides educating can facilitate
international collaboration and scientific advancements.
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11. Appendix

Data classification and summarization of individuals’ pictures in Vision 2

Race (American Indian
or Alaska Native, Asian,
Black or African
No Picture ID Lesson Page Gender American, Native Nation
Hawaiian or other
Pacific Islander, &
White)

Activity in picture
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