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Abstract 

Educators teaching English as a second language to adult students must keep course 

materials relevant, up-to-date and low cost. This research examines the possibility of using television 

commercials to supplement existing teaching materials, making lessons more culturally relevant. 

 Often direct translations reveal that the translator, while knowing the rules of the language, 

did not fully understand the nuances of that language’s culture. The idea that language and culture 

are interwoven is well established. While some understanding of one without the other is possible, 

finding ways to blend language and culture in the classroom can give non-native speakers an aid to 

understanding implied and literal meanings.  

This dissertation describes research on how American culture is intertwined in the ubiquitous 

television commercial and how these 30-second “slices of life” could benefit ESL education. It 

examines American concepts depicted in television advertisements on the four largest networks and 

then investigates the relative merits of using TV commercials as a teaching tool.  

This study uses the Map of Culture, developed by anthropologist Edward T. Hall in 1959, for 

content analysis of ten primary message systems that can categorize cultural descriptions. A sample 

of nearly 2,000 national television commercials was recorded from four major networks—ABC, 

CBS, Fox and NBC—during primetime in November 2001. Only national commercials aired more 

than six times that month were analyzed for trends in illustrating both manifest and latent cultural 

meanings, and even cultural taboos. Random examples were then selected to create a suite of ESL 

classroom materials. 

Television advertising was chosen for this study because of its accessibility and its ability to 

provide both visual and auditory content. Materials created for use in the classroom included a 

discussion model with pretest component, a video of selected commercials, a Q&A format follow-up 

discussion guide, and a post-test measurement instrument. ESL teachers and students who tested the 

materials and were surveyed on feasibility, logistics, students’ interest level, content, and cultural 

relevance. 

Television commercials were found to include cultural content useful in ESL lessons and in-

class testing showed favorable outcomes. The study results could positively impact ESL pedagogy.  
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Abstract 

Educators teaching English as a second language to adult students must keep course 

materials relevant, up-to-date and low cost. This research examines the possibility of using television 

commercials to supplement existing teaching materials, making lessons more culturally relevant. 

 Often direct translations reveal that the translator, while knowing the rules of the language, 

did not fully understand the nuances of that language’s culture. The idea that language and culture 

are interwoven is well established. While some understanding of one without the other is possible, 

finding ways to blend language and culture in the classroom can give non-native speakers an aid to 

understanding implied and literal meanings.  

This dissertation describes research on how American culture is intertwined in the ubiquitous 

television commercial and how these 30-second “slices of life” could benefit ESL education. It 

examines American concepts depicted in television advertisements on the four largest networks and 

then investigates the relative merits of using TV commercials as a teaching tool.  

This study uses the Map of Culture, developed by anthropologist Edward T. Hall in 1959, for 

content analysis of ten primary message systems that can categorize cultural descriptions. A sample 

of nearly 2,000 national television commercials was recorded from four major networks—ABC, 

CBS, Fox and NBC—during primetime in November 2001. Only national commercials aired more 

than six times that month were analyzed for trends in illustrating both manifest and latent cultural 

meanings, and even cultural taboos. Random examples were then selected to create a suite of ESL 

classroom materials. 

Television advertising was chosen for this study because of its accessibility and its ability to 

provide both visual and auditory content. Materials created for use in the classroom included a 

discussion model with pretest component, a video of selected commercials, a Q&A format follow-up 

discussion guide, and a post-test measurement instrument. ESL teachers and students who tested the 

materials and were surveyed on feasibility, logistics, students’ interest level, content, and cultural 

relevance. 

Television commercials were found to include cultural content useful in ESL lessons and in-

class testing showed favorable outcomes. The study results could positively impact ESL pedagogy. 



vi 

Table of Contents 

List of Figures ............................................................................................................................... ix 

List of Tables ................................................................................................................................. x 

Acknowledgements ....................................................................................................................... xi 

Dedication .................................................................................................................................... xii 

CHAPTER 1 – Introduction ........................................................................................................ 1 

Background................................................................................................................................. 6 

The Cultural Imperative in Teaching English as a Second Language .................................... 6 

Perspective on the Linguistically Isolated .............................................................................. 6 

Expanding ESL Curricula Beyond the Artificial .................................................................... 7 

The Interdisciplinary Nature of ESL Education ................................................................. 8 

Building on the Three Stages of Appropriation.................................................................. 8 

Research Questions................................................................................................................... 10 

Methodology............................................................................................................................. 10 

Significance of the Study.......................................................................................................... 13 

Limitations ................................................................................................................................ 14 

Assumptions.............................................................................................................................. 14 

Definitions ................................................................................................................................ 16 

Commonly-Used Acronyms ..................................................................................................... 18 

Summary................................................................................................................................... 19 

CHAPTER 2 – Review of Literature ........................................................................................ 20 

Culture and Language............................................................................................................... 21 

Defining Culture ....................................................................................................................... 23 

A History of Definitions ........................................................................................................... 23 

A Few of the Many Definitions of Culture............................................................................... 24 

A Definition for this Study ....................................................................................................... 26 

Acquisition of Culture .............................................................................................................. 26 

The Connection Between Language and Culture ..................................................................... 27 

Reality of Perception ................................................................................................................ 29 



vii 

Translating Thought to Language............................................................................................. 30 

Parallel History: Advertising and ESL Education .................................................................... 31 

Pros and Cons of Advertising ................................................................................................... 33 

America’s Most Available Teaching Tool................................................................................ 35 

Television as it Relates to Family Life ................................................................................. 35 

Commercialism ..................................................................................................................... 35 

General .................................................................................................................................. 36 

A New Way of Keeping Score ................................................................................................. 36 

Dissertations.............................................................................................................................. 37 

Summary................................................................................................................................... 41 

CHAPTER 3 – Methodology...................................................................................................... 43 

Qualitative Analysis of Cultural Content.................................................................................. 43 

Examining the Commercial Messages...................................................................................... 45 

Educational Materials for Classroom Use ................................................................................ 50 

Population and Sample Selection ............................................................................................. 51 

Data Collection ......................................................................................................................... 52 

Evaluation Survey for ESL Teachers........................................................................................ 52 

Protection of Human Rights ..................................................................................................... 53 

Summary................................................................................................................................... 54 

CHAPTER 4 – Results ............................................................................................................... 55 

Research Questions................................................................................................................... 55 

Qualitative Analysis of Cultural Content.................................................................................. 55 

Evaluating an ESL Lesson Based on Television Commercials................................................ 61 

Chapter Summary ..................................................................................................................... 65 

CHAPTER 5 – Discussion .......................................................................................................... 67 

Summary................................................................................................................................... 67 

Limitations of the Findings....................................................................................................... 68 

Contributions to the Field ......................................................................................................... 69 

Recommendations for Future Research.................................................................................... 70 

Summary of the Study .............................................................................................................. 71 

REFERENCES............................................................................................................................ 74 



viii 

 
APPENDICES ............................................................................................................................. 85 

Appendix A – Letter for Prospective Participants.................................................................... 86 

Appendix B – Reply Cards for Potential Participants .............................................................. 87 

Appendix C – Cover Letter to Participants .............................................................................. 88 

Appendix D – KSU Informed Consent Form........................................................................... 89 

Appendix E – Demographics Questionnaire ............................................................................ 91 

Appendix F – National Commercials Aired During Prime-Time in November 2001 ............. 92 

Appendix G – Composite Commercial Rater Grid ................................................................ 107 

Appendix H – Primary Message Systems Ratings  for 50 Commercials ............................... 109 

Appendix I – ESL Training Materials .................................................................................... 111 









 48 

Figure 1   The 50 Most Aired TV Commercials During Prime-Time in November 2001 
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Ford – Cars driving around; 0% financing 
Verizon Wireless – Family talks on cell phones 
Subway – Jarrod talks about new sandwiches 
Chrysler – Families travel for the holidays 
K-Mart – Blue lights run around store 
Jeep – SUV drives to a cabin 
Burger King – Lord of the Rings glasses shown 
Kay Jewelers – Woman finds gift under X-mas tree 
Sprint PCS – Man gets a panda suit instead of a santa suit 
Wendy’s – Dave flips a coin for burger or chicken sandwich 
Nissan – Car drives through the city – Altima 
McDonald’s – Guy orders from the new value menu 
Sprint PCS – Family vacations in Palm Springs by mistake 
Sonic – Executive delivers food wearing skates 
McDonald’s – Women exchange sweaters for their husbands 
Long John Silver’s – Shrimp talks about LJS food 
Kodak – Girls take pictures while driving in car 
KFC – Jason Alexander passes out popcorn chicken 
Dr. Pepper – Garth Brooks sings his new song 
WAL-MART – Kids shop with cops 
Sprint PCS – Football players play with Captain & Tennille 
Sonicare – Toothbrush vibrates in water 
Mercury – SUV drives through a city – 0% financing 
Lowe’s – Family gets stuff for the holidays 
Hyundai – Car drives through a village – Sonata 
Burlington Coat Factory – Guys model latest fashions 
Bank of America – Hockey goalie gets scored on repeatedly 
Applebee’s – Food with honey BBQ sauce shown 
Woodbridge Wine – Man sits and talks about quality wine 
Wendy’s – Football team flips a coin before game 
WAL-MART – Products for a sale are shown 
TOYS R US – Man talks to a giraffe about toys 
Taco Bell – Men in garage talk about burrito 
Simon Malls – People help each other for the holidays 
Office Depot – Machines in store play X-mas carol 
Kay Jewelers – Couple decorates X-mas tree 
Home Depot – Employees show off products 
Home Depot – Big “0” crushes words on screen 
Energizer – Bunny dances in a battery 
Dodge – Loud family gets at holidays – 0% financing 
Covergirl – Brandy sings and wears lipstick 
Chevrolet – Cars driving around; 0% financing 
AT&T – Cartoon dad & daughter talk on phone 
Sears – Mother receives George Foreman Grill 
Pier 1 Imports – Kirstie Alley goes shopping with a friend 
Olive Garden – Woman shares her secret recipes 
Kohl’s – People go to early bird sale 
Kohl’s – People go to a big sale 
Ford – Baja truck drives through desert 
Dodge – Cars shown with X-mas lights 
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While there are many types of mediated messages that include visual and auditory 

information, television drama and motion pictures, to name a couple, commercially broadcast 

television advertising messages were selected because the researcher sought a medium 

commonly accessible to the target audience, available at little or no cost, with visual as well as 

auditory information. According to Charles Young (2004) these messages specifically aim to 

please the audience as a way of holding their attention. He pointed out that the attention-getting 

power of a commercial is a function of two factors: the content and the form of the execution. 

Attention-getting content, like cowboys herding cats, as they did in Electronic Data Systems’ 

Super Bowl commercial in 2000, has been shown to provide the viewer with a reward for the 

30 seconds of time that the advertiser is asking these potential consumers to spend with the 

advertising. Stoic cowboys who tell stories of riding herd on the plains are American icons. The 

fact that these cowboys were herding cats instead of cattle was a humorous payoff, if you 

understand the embedded cultural implications. As Young (2004) points out, this is quite simply 

a reward for spending time. The content in the EDS spot was well executed, fun, entertaining, 

and different, but might not be easily understood by individuals who did not grow up with 

American television and movies.  

The short-form, 30-second stories depicted in some TV commercials use sound and visuals that 

help viewers create an accurate perception of the story (Balatova, 1994). The spoken words, backed up 

by actions, are shorter and easier to understand in small doses. By compiling a group of these multi-

faceted messages, we can take advantage of the advertisers’ efforts to keep and entertain the audience. 

As a whole, this could work to benefit ESL students because they can see the action and hear the 

language being spoken. Since the “action” includes cultural visual clues such as facial expressions, use 

of personal space, gender roles, social status and age-related portrayals, there could be a lot to be learned 

in 30 seconds. Spoken English depicted in the mass media, particularly in advertising and TV, continues 

to stress colloquial speech (Shepard, 1996). The idea being that the language, whether it is written or 

spoken, should “sound” right. The auditory component includes emphasis, pronunciation, and pauses 

common to Standard English. This often includes word play, irony, and double entendre. This study 

looked at developing a more inclusive definition of what is actually educational programming. 

According to Neuman (2005), critics of television have, in the past, created an unnecessarily adverse 

distinction between that which has traditionally been defined as “entertainment” and programming 
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classified as “education”—a relationship that, in fact, may be more complementary than conflicting 

(p. 19). 

Educational Materials for Classroom Use 
In an effort to foster the symbiosis between entertainment and education, the researcher 

sought messages with consistently high production values (better filming, editing, acting and 

scenic work) as typically seen in nationally distributed commercials. This is why the sample was 

limited only to national TV spots. To serve as a discussion model for ESL classes on a week-by-

week basis, it is also mandatory that these messages repeat often enough that there is a high 

likelihood that student and instructor will see them. This is why only TV spots that aired more 

than six times where chosen for use in the experimental lesson. Materials created for use in the 

classroom included a discussion model with a pretest component, a video of selected TV 

commercials, a Q&A format follow-up discussion guide, and a post-test measurement 

instrument.  

The researcher conducted a pilot test of the lesson and observed the effectiveness of the 

lesson.  All classes were later analyzed with teacher/student testing and ESL teachers involved in 

the test were surveyed on the feasibility of using television commercials as a teaching tool. They 

were asked to address such issues as logistics, interest-level on the part individual students, 

content, and cultural relevance. 

The “slice-of-life” style infuses cultural content into many commercials. While the 

sample already chosen for this study in no way represents a full spectrum of American culture, it 

does contain a number of concepts that may prove useful in ESL teaching.  

Popular feature films have been used in ESL classes for some time and Weschler (2007) 

offers teachers a list of discussion questions for use with many popularly available movies. 

These discussion points revolve around topics related to summarizing the plot, listing the major 

characters, and answering questions about vocabulary words presented in the film. While these 

types of questions might be useful as supplemental talking points in this study, the research 

proposes a more fluid approach that hinges on cultural issues. Individual ESL teachers were 

provided with a list of questions based on the analysis of the cultural content of commercials in 

the sample. This list was developed after volunteer raters applied Hall’s (1959) cultural content 

matrix to the sample. Examples of such questions might be:  
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• Why was the mother surprised when the daughter offered to help cook dinner? 

• Why do they make it appear to be okay to make fun of your employer? 

• What cultural idea(s) does the idiom get in shape represent? 

The sample lesson, in addition to providing talking points, invited teachers to inject their 

own questions to further discussion. These questions supported the intended individualized 

approach and were based on the particular classroom population. These questions tended to be 

like the following:  

• Would a Japanese employee ever say that to his boss? 

• Have you ever seen drivers like that in your country? 

• Is driving a pickup truck manly? 

• Are grandmothers expected to be good cooks? 

• Is being slim an aesthetic ideal in your culture? 

Population and Sample Selection  
The population from which participants were selected consisted of small ESL classes that 

volunteered to participate. The sample was limited to ESL classes geographically located in 

Kansas and Hawai‘i. The geographical restriction was imposed due to the resource restrictions of 

the investigator. Contacts with the individual classes were made through the Educational 

Services and Staff Development Association of Central Kansas (ESSDACK), and the University 

of Hawai‘i at Mānoa English Language Institute, Hawaii Tokai International College (HTIC), 

TransPacific Hawaii College and the Chaminade University of Honolulu international student 

program.  

Class sizes varied from as few as five students, to as many as 14. First languages for the 

students included Chinese, Japanese, Korean, Malay, Samoan, Serbian, and Spanish. The 

Filipino languages of Tagalog, Ilocano, and Cebuano were also represented, but Spanish was the 

most common first language of the sample. Experience in the United States ranged from a few 

months to as many as 15 years. The goal was to have at least six separate classes with a total of 

50 participants. Ultimately, study included results from 36 students in six different classes in two 

states. One class from Kansas was included because it added another language, Spanish, to the 

total number of first languages investigated. The results from this group were actually very 



 52 

similar to those of Pacific Islander respondents, who claimed different first-language families 

and different cultures. 

 Since teachers, in essence, self-selected by volunteering to use the lesson material, with 

signed permission from the students, the sample population was aware that they were using the 

lesson as a test. 

Data Collection 
Data collection for this dissertation included some quantitative content data on the 

commercials to be used in the lessons, but primarily it was qualitative in nature. ESL students 

answered survey questions, as did the individual teachers. Each class received a DVD with 25 

television commercials (12.5 minutes of video). The students watched the video, stopped after each 

30-second spot, and engaged in a short discussion about the content. Once they had seen all the 

commercials, the teacher asked them to fill out the survey provided. Afterward students were asked 

to pay attention to some TV commercials and be ready to talk about one at the next class. Teachers 

answered a separate evaluation survey and were interviewed about the class at a later date.  

Evaluation Survey for ESL Teachers 
Following the use of the Culture Window ESL Lesson materials, the researcher did an 

exit survey to evaluate the effectiveness of the material and the concept. The individual language 

teachers were asked questions similar to those that Canning (1998) suggested they ask 

themselves before implementing a video lesson with F/SL learners. Although the post-use survey 

questions were modified as the project progressed, the questions below represent typical 

examples:  

1. Did the language learner benefit from the use of this video in the classroom? 

2. Did the visual component enhance the auditory component? 

3. Did the video bring up any new cultural discussion in your class? 

4. Did your students appear to be engaged in the classroom discussion? 

5. Did students appear to enjoy the exercise? 

6. Did they mention or ask about other commercials they have seen outside the 
video? 




