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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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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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CHAPTER 1 – Introduction 

Teachers of adult students in English as a second language classes face a challenge. They 

need to keep course work current, and when students are already living in an English-speaking 

world, it must be culturally relevant (Flores, 2007, p. 8). An additional challenge, according to 

the American Immigration Law Foundation, is that students are often low-income and ESL 

programs are under-funded (Immigration Policy Report, 2002). Funding for ESL programs has 

not kept pace with demand. For example, in Colorado, state funding has dropped from $221 per 

student in 1992-93 to just $90 per pupil in 2002 (Hubbard & Mitchell, 2002). That same year, 

American Institutes for Research conducted a study of the implementation of California’s 

Proposition 227, a 1998 statute requiring English-only instruction in the public schools (Parrish, 

et al., 2001, 2002). The study documented what Parrish referred to as a significant lack of 

guidance from the state about the nature of the instruction in Structured English Immersion 

classrooms. He pointed out that as a result, “teachers were not provided appropriate materials or 

guidance on how to use materials appropriately” (Parrish, et al., 2001, p. 36). In 2006, the 

Education Commission of the States administered a survey that examined how California, 

Colorado, Florida, Maryland, Michigan, New Jersey, New York, and Texas funded their English 

Language Learner/English as a Second Language (ELL/ESL) programs. The study showed little 

upward movement in funding for ESL (Griffith & Hancock, 2006).  

The report also pointed out that in New York, school districts were receiving $143 per 

pupil on average for ELP (English Language Proficiency) students within that state’s funding 

formula, while California provided $100 per identified student. This survey showed that by 2006, 

Colorado had set a maximum of $400 for spending on its English language learners.  

These studies led the researcher to believe that providing a low-cost, timely resource of 

culturally relevant teaching material could benefit even the most basic ESL program.  

If we, as native speakers of “American” English, think back to our early experiences of 

learning a foreign language, some of us, for example, might remember our Spanish teachers 

spending a great deal of time talking about “bullfights” and “fiestas.” The use of such 

stereotypical cultural imagery was intended to stimulate students’ imaginations, giving them a 

desire to learn more. It made sense to learn about the culture of the people who speak the 
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language. That was because cultures include intangible components that reflect values and 

influence personal and social behavior (Wood, 2003, p. 106). The idea that language and culture 

are bound is a common one (Furstenberg, Levet, English, & Maillet, 2001; Russell, 2000; Sapir, 

1949; Greenberg, 1971; Hall, 1959). Not only does an understanding of a culture give the learner 

a reason to become fluent, it also addresses the fundamental question of meaning, i.e., why 

words and terms are used the way they are. The Whorfian hypothesis of linguistic relativity 

simply states that the structure of a culture’s language determines the behavior and habits of 

thinking in that culture (Littlejohn, 2002, p. 178).  

One only has to take note of a faulty direct translation to realize that there is more to 

language than mere words. I recently visited an Asian market and bought a small plastic food 

storage tub. The packaging had one small English translation of Japanese, which explained that 

the container was “a kitchen ware for merry cooking time.” It also promised that this 

Tupperware-like container would “create your fresh and joyful life.” While this seemed to be a 

pretty good deal for seven dollars, it also revealed a lack of cultural literacy on the part of the 

writer. 

Often the adult English as a second language (ESL) student is already immersed in the 

American English culture, but the relationships of that culture to the English language are 

ignored or simply too hard to connect. A review of the literature revealed that the mass media, 

while not overlooked as teaching tools, remain relatively underutilized as resources especially if 

one considers their pervasive nature in our society. According to the A.C. Nielson Co., the 

average American watches four hours of television each day, which equals 28 hours a week, or 

two months of nonstop TV watching per year (Vivian, 2005, p. 396). Statistics like these seem to 

tell us that this medium is more than just a reflection of our culture; in a large part, it defines 

our culture.  

Goodenough (1981) writes that “cultural rules,” or prescriptions for the ways in which we 

should behave, are always more obvious to those who have grown up in a particular culture. For 

example, teenagers often speak to each other differently than they do to adults (Petersen, 1997). 

If they adopt the same speaking style with an adult, it could mean that they have a familiar and 

informal relationship with the adult, or it could mean that they are just being insolent and even 

antagonistic. These are the types of subtleties that are often present in television commercials, 

but could easily be misunderstood by non-native speakers. We expect the content of culture to 
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have clear parallels with the content of language, which is a kind of cultural system in itself 

(Goodenough, 1981, p. 67). So, in considering the content of culture, we must take account of an 

entire range of phenomena that enter the human experience and that are the subject matter of 

learning. According to Goodenough, these phenomena are central to television commercials.  

Not only could television advertising serve as a window on culture, it could be used to 

teach syntax, phonology and morphology, as well as pronunciation, intonation, and emphasis. 

The repetitive nature of TV commercials, along with the desire of the advertiser to make a 

meaningful “connection” with the viewer, serves to make commercials excellent resources for 

the ESL educator. Although we can study permanent cultural forms, such as novels or songs 

from various historical periods, culture is always changing (Campbell, Martin, and Fabos, 2006, 

p. 10). Culture may be defined as the symbols of expression that individuals, groups, and 

societies use to make sense of daily life … when we watch television we are trying to identify or 

connect with something or someone. Culture, according to Campbell et al., delivers the values of 

a society through products, namely the mass media.  

Educators discussed in the literature typically sought out additional resources to 

supplement their course materials. The daily newspaper was the most typical resource added to 

the curriculum (Duff, 2001). This study is aimed at helping define those areas of culture that can 

typically be found in television advertising, determine what areas might be missing, and then 

provide a guide, or set of standards, that could be used by the ESL educator to make the best use 

of broadcast commercial messages in teaching adult learners.  

Marketing communication experts typically refer to advertising as a reflection of culture, 

claiming that it systematically responds and contributes to cultural changes. “The vast library of 

commercial fables, fairy tales, and troupes represents something more than salesmanship. It can 

be understood as a cultural discourse in and through goods” (Leiss, Kline, Jhally, and Botterill, 

2005). It is, according to Leiss et al., the shared experience depicted in commercials that creates 

a bond between the target audience and the communicator. Therefore, it is imperative that 

commercial messages include a cultural “bonding” component. “The strongest advertising … 

touches people in ways that come from an insight into human nature. It encompasses all that has 

brought us to this point,” explains Bob Kuperman of the advertising agency TBWA Chiat/Day. 

“Given that, I see no problem with using anything that makes up that shared experience” (Wells, 

Burnett, and Moriarty, 2000, p. 328). This not only draws audience attention, it also builds good 
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will or brand loyalty. Television advertising options have grown at a remarkable rate over the 

past two decades. While audience members once had a choice of just three commercial networks, 

today they have exponentially more viewing options, and they can choose from a remarkable 

array of programs, both on broadcast and on subscription television (Martin, 2003). 

The ability to avoid the commercial message has increased greatly as well. The remote 

control lets audience members mute sound or even switch to another offering. Aside from other 

possible factors, such as the increase in the number of TV commercials, longer commercial pods 

and viewer expectations, these technological developments may therefore contribute to the 

increase of the number of audience members who avoid TV commercials (Woltman Elpers, 

2003, p. 17). The TiVo and ReplayTV system that allowed the researcher to record, juxtapose, 

and analyze some 2,000 TV commercials for this study, could have been used just as easily to 

eliminate them. TiVo, ReplayTV and DVR systems allow viewers to record and watch programs 

while eliminating commercials almost instantaneously. Even the VCR, now considered old 

technology, can be used to skip commercials and be bought for the price of a month’s cable TV 

service. So, as both competition for viewers’ attention and their power to control their own 

viewing have increased, it has become all the more important that the commercial message 

include a communicative reward for the viewer (Moriarty & Everett, 1994, p. 352). This reward 

is almost always a culture-based entertainment component (Bucy, 2005, p. 81). The phenomenon 

is not surprising; by attempting to close the divide between aesthetic and pragmatic 

communicational concerns, advertisers are often more in tune with and willing to react to 

changing public sentiments than many other institutions (Leiss et al., 2005). 

While we might assume that understanding a culture is central to developing skill in its 

language, it is not necessarily guaranteed that the educator of adult ESL students will be 

proficient at selecting culture rich opportunities for teaching. This investigation was founded on 

three theoretical bases. One is that language and culture are intertwined (Littlejohn, 2002, 

p. 177). The second is that a language is not only easier to learn if the associated culture is 

available to the student, it may be impossible to fully understand the nuances of a language 

without understanding its inherent culture (Mantero, 2005, p. 4). Thirdly, supplemental 

materials, through which learners can see and hear the language and culture interplay, will help 

learners understand and retain more of the material. This was argued successfully by Cary 
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(2004), who explained that language teachers are eager to supplement their typical ESL 

textbooks and graded or simplified readers with less traditional authentic materials. 

Jacobs and Farrel (2001, p. 4), referred to the concept as a more contextualized, meaning-

based view of language, and described it as one of the key components of a paradigm shift in 

second language education. This further explained why language educators agree that the best 

way to learn a language is through real interaction with others using real language in real 

communication situations (Wiburg & Butler-Pascoe, 2002). 

According to linguistics scholar Widdowson (1978), to present a student with a set of 

excerpts and require him or her to read them, not in order to learn something interesting and 

relevant about the world, but in order to learn something about the language being used, 

misrepresents the normal language use to some degree. The excerpts are, by definition, genuine 

instances of language use, but if learners are required to deal with them in a way that does not 

correspond to their normal communicative activities, then the examples cannot be said to be 

authentic instances of use. Genuineness is a characteristic of the passage itself and is an absolute 

quality. Authenticity is a characteristic of the relationship between the passage and the reader, 

and is more likely to elicit an appropriate response (p. 80). 

Widdowson (1990) explained that the whole point of pedagogy is that it is a way to short-

circuit the slow process of natural discovery and help learning happen more easily and more 

efficiently than it does in natural surroundings. He adds that this speeding up of discovery is the 

purpose of schools, whatever the subject. Pedagogy is bound to be a contrivance: that is precisely 

its purpose. If what went on in classrooms exactly replicated the conditions of the outside world, 

there would be no point in pedagogy at all (p. 163). 

The purpose of this dissertation was to investigate the feasibility of using television 

commercials as a teaching tool for teaching English as a second language. In addition to 

investigating commercials themselves, this study examined a model through which the adult 

educator can select appropriate commercial messages and a system for determining how to best 

use them. 
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Background 

The Cultural Imperative in Teaching English as a Second Language 
ESL is taught in countries where English is the dominant language, such as the United 

States, Canada, and Great Britain. English for speakers of other languages (ESOL), a term that is 

interchangeable with ESL, focuses on teaching English to students whose native language is not 

English. English as a foreign language (EFL) is taught in countries where the dominant language 

is not English. Culture, for purposes of teaching ESL to adults, may be defined as the symbols of 

expression that individuals, groups, and societies use to make sense of daily life and to articulate 

their values (Campbell et al., 2006, p. 10). A culture’s predominant language is essential in 

communicating and maintaining its collectively-held values, and the mass media are further able 

to standardize these beliefs. Campbell et al. explain that when we listen to music, read a book, 

watch television, or scan the Internet, we are not asking, “Is this art?” but are instead trying to 

identify or connect with something or someone. Commercial speech attempts to motivate people 

to action by appealing to their values and beliefs. The success or failure of these persuasive 

messages relies on an advertiser’s ability to make people feel connected with something or 

someone they value, which varies widely depending on their culture. For example, the Marlboro 

Man has depicted the American ideal of rugged individualism for decades, but in Japan, he was 

always riding on a white horse to indicate he was a “gentleman” (Roman & Mass, 1992, p. 121). 

Hundreds of thousands of adult learners in ESL classrooms across the U.S. would be well served 

to have guidance in navigating these cultural differences in meaning. 

Perspective on the Linguistically Isolated 
According to the United States Census Bureau, the population includes more than 

37 million adults who speak a language other than English at home. Of those, nearly 10 million 

have English speaking ability that is weak enough to classify them as “linguistically isolated” 

(U.S. Census, 2002). Efforts to integrate immigrants would benefit enormously from an infusion 

of resources. Among the unmet needs of immigrants is a lack of ESL programs. According to the 

Center for Adult English Language Acquisition (2007), almost half of the 1.2 million adults in 

federally funded adult education programs are there to learn English. Waiting lists for free class 

slots are often so long that some immigrants wait months or even years before getting a space 

(Huerta-Macias, 2003, p. 219). Studies by the National Center for Education Statistics suggest a 
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pool of 3 million or more adults who are interested in ESL classes but not enrolled for a variety 

of reasons, including the fact that the classes are oversubscribed (Munoz & Murguia, 2005).  

People who are linguistically isolated are marginalized by society and simply lack 

options. In a Washington Times article, Widhalm (2006) quotes John Segota, advocacy and 

communications manager for Teachers of English to Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL), 

Inc., a global professional organization based in Alexandria, VA: “As debates over immigration 

illustrate, the key to achieving success in the United States is being able to speak English” (p. 

B1). It is a sentiment echoed repeatedly in the literature (Huerta-Macias, 2003; Parrish, et al. 

2001; Alford, 2001; Munoz & Murguia, 2005): learning English is essential for many jobs, 

participating in the community, and working toward citizenship. 

“You need to be able to speak the language for work, family and community,” explained 

Lennox McLendon, executive director of the National Adult Education Professional 

Development Consortium, a resource for the states’ directors of adult education and their staff 

that provides information, professional development, and policy analysis (Widhalm, 2006). 

There is even political pressure to establish English as the “official” language of the United 

States (Pear, 2007). These issues point to a strong need for more and better ESL education, 

particularly for recent immigrants.  

Expanding ESL Curricula Beyond the Artificial  
Regarding the classes themselves, Brooks and Fox (1995) reported that ESL students in 

classes that address genuine issues and social topics tend to be more engaged with the material 

than students who simply get artificial “made-for-the-classroom” topics. When students were 

engaged, they seemed to use the English language more, with real purpose and even more 

passion. Brooks and Fox added that the acceptability in U.S. society of discussing more and 

more controversial topics has happened gradually. They point out that 25 years ago, discussion 

of gender issues was limited to such topics as whether it is acceptable for women, especially 

mothers, to work outside the home. A few years later, the focus shifted to why women were paid 

less than men.  

Today it is not uncommon to find textbook readings and class discussions about women 

and language, the politics of housework, acquaintance rape on campus, and societal reasons for 

eating disorders among young women. One recent text (Scarcella, 1994), for example, included 
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Judy Syfers’ classic satirical feminist essay, “Why I want a wife,” as well as an excerpt from 

Gloria Steinem’s book, Revolution from Within (Brooks & Fox, 1995). It would be difficult to 

imagine that the ubiquitous television commercial, no matter how edgy, would not be 

appropriate material for the classroom. The authors described modern ESL classrooms as less 

artificial, less neutral, more vital, and more like the real world. These classrooms reflected the 

changes that have taken place in U.S. society over the past three decades. This openness to 

discussion of a variety of topics indicated there could also be a general receptiveness to the use 

of commercial television messages as a teaching aid.  

The Interdisciplinary Nature of ESL Education 

Also like the real world, ESL draws on many disciplines: linguistics, literature, 

anthropology, education, and modern languages, and has clear connections with some of the 

newer disciplines, such as ethnic studies. ESL faculty’s professional training necessarily includes 

study and research in many of these areas. A look at the works cited in articles in ESL 

professional journals shows the breadth of the disciplines consulted in order to further theory and 

practice in the field. For example, articles in Vol. 28 (1994) of TESOL Quarterly, the preeminent 

ESL professional journal, have citations from such journals as Applied Linguistics, College 

Composition and Communication, Journal of Reading Behavior, Cognitive Psychology, and 

Harvard Educational Review (Hafernik, Messerschmitt, & Vandrick, 1996).  

ESL teachers who initiate such variety in the classroom and encourage students’ ongoing 

critical reflection on the credibility or bias of different sources of news and pop-culture reporting 

(the need to interpret information accordingly) are rewarded with engaged learners (Duff, 2001). 

This strategy, according to Duff (2001), is like others that cross disciplines and is consistent with 

one of the aims of contemporary social studies education, which stresses that events and 

accounts (evidence) should be examined from different perspectives using different sources of 

information, and that underlying ideologies and potential bias should be uncovered as part of the 

interpretive process. 

Building on the Three Stages of Appropriation 

The use of any type of realia in the classroom, commercial television messages included, 

needs to be contextualized for the learner. The ESL learner, perhaps even more than students in 

other subject areas, is filtering these “tools” through the lens of his or her own culture. That 
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means that their acceptance will not happen instantly. Scholars writing on the subject (Vygotsky, 

1978; Leontiev, 1977; Wells, 1999) point out that the appropriation of linguistic and cultural 

artifacts and tools occurs in three stages, which can be summarized as: 

Cognitive adjustments: Individuals realize that the community and contexts in which they 

live are very different from their past experiences. This allows learners to begin to interpret their 

surroundings differently. 

Tools or artifacts are transformed: Individuals transform language or objects according 

to their own experiences and use them to meet their own needs in the community. 

Transforming surroundings: As individuals interact with others, they have an impact on 

any ensuing activity. This is based on participants’ interpretation and negotiation of the tools or 

artifacts involved in communication. This also transforms the community’s practices and 

perceptions regarding the language, communicative activity, or artifacts used during interaction. 

According to ProLiteracy America (2004), providers of an online information center for 

ESL tutors, some of the most effective ESL teaching activities are those that encourage students 

to focus on the task at hand and not on language skills themselves. Along those lines, the 

organization also recommended the introduction of music into ESL classes to enable students to 

encounter the English language in a novel way. Stating that music provides a low-stress, fun 

activity for those students who like music and enjoy singing, ProLiteracy America (2004) cited 

benefits to listening comprehension and pronunciation, as well as practice in the stress, rhythm, 

and intonation of English. 

The inclusion of teaching tools like music, movies, and TV commercials is consistent 

with Gardner’s (1999) multiple intelligences theory. According to this theory, every person has 

eight intelligences: linguistic, logical-mathematical, spatial, bodily-kinesthetic, musical, 

interpersonal, intrapersonal, and naturalist. Instruction can be most effective by accessing these 

multiple intelligences (p. 41).  

In fact advertisements, as they have evolved, can take their place on several levels of 

Arendt’s (1974) “cone of experience.” This system classifies the meaningfulness of experience 

according to mode of expression, and hence their usefulness as an educational tool. He lists the 

following entries in ascending order of meaningfulness: 

1. Verbal symbols 

2. Visual symbols 
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3. Recordings, radio, still pictures 

4. Motion pictures 

5. Educational television 

6. Exhibits 

7. Study trips 

8. Demonstrations 

9. Dramatized experiences 

10. Contrived experiences 

11. Direct, Purposeful experiences  

Mediated advertising, particularly that found on television, which typically includes 

verbal and visual symbols, exhibits, demonstrations, and especially the dramatized experience, 

could conceivably work on many of Arendt’s levels. By investigating how adult ESL students 

accept the use of commercial television messages, the profession may be able to develop 

strategies to facilitate this area of education even more. These educational strategies could be 

incorporated into the field and ultimately speed ESL instruction at a very limited additional cost. 

 

Research Questions 
This study will investigate the following research questions: 

RQ1: What, if any, elements of American culture do television commercial 
messages contain? 

RQ2: If television commercials do contain culture, can they be used to teach 
English to adults who are learning it as a second language? 

RQ3: Finally, do participants report that commercial messages used as a teaching 
tool are an effective addition to their program? 

 

Methodology 
The methodology for this study was twofold. The first part centered on the collection and 

treatment of the commercials sampled for use in the study. The second involved the creation, 
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use, and evaluation of a suite of teaching materials tested by teachers in actual ESL classrooms 

and rated with a system to measure the value of commercials in teaching the subject.  

Such qualitative content analysis is appropriate because it offers an unobtrusive means of 

studying media and therefore, advertising messages. There are two main characteristics that 

make this aspect of the study a qualitative content analysis rather than a quantitative analysis or 

cultural criticism: 

1. The use of qualitative assessment in the coding process; connotative vs. denotative 

content categories (i.e., what constitutes culture to be counted and what are the observable 

characteristics that manifest that concept.)  

2. The use of qualitative assessment, or inference, in the analysis of the findings (i.e., 

attempting to answer the broader “So what?” question). Edward T. Hall’s (1959) Map of Culture 

was central to the analysis because it offered a comprehensive rubric for examining elements that 

were included or not included in the commercial messages.  

The sample of commercial messages for this study took place in November 2001. The 

four network stations, ABC, CBS, Fox, and NBC, were chosen because they offered 

entertainment and news funded by commercial messages. These networks are typically included 

with basic cable, but are also broadcast over the air and, thus, can be viewed at no cost.  

As part of the study, nearly 2,000 national television commercials were recorded during 

the month of November 2001. They were recorded only during prime time, 7 p.m. to 10 p.m. in 

the Central Time Zone, which equates to 8 p.m. to 11 p.m. in the Eastern and Western Time 

Zones (Avery & Ferraro 2000, p. 218). The recordings were made on a rotating basis: ABC, 

CBS, Fox, and finally, NBC. Only one network was recorded each night, and every fifth night 

the cycle started over with ABC. Since the sequence started over every five days, networks were 

not recorded on the same night. At the end of the month, all commercials were dubbed together, 

and local commercials and station promotional advertisements were eliminated. Only national 

commercials were selected for the study because of their typically higher production values, 

better quality, and nearly universal availability. Typically, national commercials are targeted to 

larger audiences (Vivian, 2005, p. 212).  

After the samples were viewed, counted and categorized, only ads that aired more than 

six times during the month were included in the sample. This frequency was selected because 

advertising industry protocol is that a commercial message must be viewed at least six times to 
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provide effective recall (the ability to remember desired message details) in audience members 

(Roman & Mass, 1992, p. 83).  

The commercial messages gleaned from this sample were then applied individually to 

Edward Hall’s 100-cell cultural content matrix (Appendix A) and analyzed for trends that 

identify areas of culture that are common, rare, or omitted from national television commercials 

(Hall, 1959). These examples were then be edited onto both DVD and videocassette and used to 

create a suite of discussion materials for use in the ESL classroom. Cultural content information 

was used to create a discussion guide for teachers and to create appropriate questions for the final 

survey of adult educators and students involved in the study. 

Commercially broadcast television advertising messages were selected because the 

researcher was looking for a medium commonly accessible to the target audience, available at 

little or no cost, with visual as well as auditory information. Young (2004) explains these 

messages specifically aim to please the audience as a way of holding their attention. He states: 

In general, the attention-getting power of a commercial is a function of two 

factors: the content and the form of the execution. Attention-getting content 

provides the viewer with a reward for the 30 seconds of time that the advertiser is 

asking the consumer to spend with the advertising. This reward can be content 

that is fun or entertaining or that is unusual and different (p. 202). 

This multi-faceted effort to keep and entertain the audience as a whole could benefit, 

rather than distract or confuse, ESL students because they can see the action and hear the 

language being spoken. This “action” includes visual clues such as facial expression, use of 

personal space, gender roles, social status, and age-related portrayals. The auditory component 

includes emphasis, pronunciation, and pauses common to Standard English. Critics of television 

have, in the past, created an unnecessarily adverse distinction between what has traditionally 

been defined as “entertainment” and what is classified as “education”—a relationship that, in 

fact, may be more complementary than conflicting (Neuman, 2005, p. 19). To foster the concept 

of using entertainment to educate, the researcher sought messages of consistently high quality  

(high production values in the lexicon of television). That meant commercials with professional 

actors and announcers, shot on film instead of video, and with locations and sets that contribute 

to the overall meaning. It was also mandatory that messages repeat enough to serve as a 

discussion model for ESL classes on a week-by-week basis. Materials created for use in the 
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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 

(Appendix E). 

The population sampled for this study consisted of volunteers from five ESL classes in 

Hawai‘i one class from Kansas. All individuals in the population were adult students for whom 

English was not their native language. The first languages spoken by the majority of respondents 

were Spanish, Japanese, and Tagalog. Of the 160 surveys that were originally disseminated, only 

36 were returned.  

A pilot test of the lesson was conducted and effectiveness was examined with 

teacher/student testing and researcher observation. Also, the ESL teacher and students who 

participated in the pilot 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 used in many commercials has potential to broaden cultural 

content of messages greatly. While the sample chosen for this study was in no way a full 

spectrum of American culture, it did contain a number of concepts that ultimately proved useful 

in ESL instruction.  

Significance of the Study 
This study will contribute to the knowledge base in the literature of education as it relates 

to teaching English as a foreign language, the adult education literature, and commercial speech 

and marketing communication literature. Perhaps the greatest significance of this study is its 

potential to improve EFL/ESL education by weaving easily understandable elements of 

American culture into existing programs from a widely available and renewable resource—

television commercials.  

Although the literature of language education is robust and has seen prolific contributions 

for decades (ESL Magazine, 2007) none of the studies have touched this area with acuity. The 

use of mediated messages for teaching EFL/ESL has been studied in terms of feature films 

(Multimedia Source Guide, 1995; McMorrow, 2005) and the use of advertising has been 

examined in print magazines (Duff, 2001; Drucker, 2003), but no study could be found in which 

television advertising had been examined for its potential as a teaching tool. Several studies point 
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to the importance of teaching materials, in general, and “realia” in particular, but make no 

mention of television commercials as a possible choice (Alford, 2001; Mumford, 2005). 

The ubiquitous nature of television advertising and its penetration into our society make 

it a likely candidate for use as realia in the classroom (Smith, 1997). A tested model that helps 

establish such relevance would benefit the thousands of non-English speakers who are studying 

every year (Widhalm, 2006). 

By investigating cultural content in commercial television messages and determining 

whether or not they are usable in teaching English as a second language, the knowledge base of 

language education will be expanded. This will complement existing literature on education by 

adding literature on mediated realia and facilitating its use as supplement to existing curricula. 

 

Limitations 
This study has the following limitations: 

1. Any investigator brings natural bias to a research project. 

2. Answers in this study are limited by the format and manner in which the 

investigator surveys teacher and student subjects. 

3. The geographic locations of the selected human subject populations could impart 

bias to the results. 

Assumptions 
The following assumptions were made for the purpose of this study: 

1. Cultural content of the 2,000 television commercial messages sampled, as part of 

the study, accurately reflected the cultural content of commercials explored in the 

classroom field test. 

2. The participants surveyed were being truthful in describing their experience using 

the materials. 

3. The participants surveyed have equal access to mediated messages. 

4. Other variables not investigated during the study are equal across the sample. 
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5. That “reality” in the qualitative portion of the research is, according to Merriam 

(2001), “holistic, multi-dimensional, and ever-changing; it is not a single, fixed, 

objective phenomenon waiting to be discovered, observed, and measured as in 

quantitative research” (p. 202).   
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Definitions 
 

The following definitions were used in this study: 

 

American Standard  
English 

English as it is spoken in the United States, including 
pronunciation, intonation, slang and idiom.  

Commercial (TV) 
Message 

A form of advertising in which goods, services, organizations, 
ideas, etc., are promoted via the medium of television. Typically 
they are 30 seconds in duration. 

Culture A set of values, views of reality and codes of behavior held in 
common by people who share a distinctive way of life. Transmit-
ted patterns of meaning embodied in symbols that perpetuate and 
develop knowledge about and attitudes toward life. It is learned 
behavior that influences the individual, group and society. Roles 
individuals play are a subset of cultural expectations. 

English as a Foreign  
Language (EFL) 

English taught in a non-English speaking country. 

English as a Second  
Language (ESL) 

Studying English as a non-native speaker in a country where 
English is spoken. Depending on where you are from, the term 
ESL may be more inclusive and includes EFL. 

Foreign Language A foreign language is a language not spoken by the indigenous 
people of a certain place: for purposes of this dissertation, any 
language other than English will be considered “foreign.” 

Frequency In media exposure the number of times an individual or household 
is exposed to a mediated message within a given period. 

Mediated Message A communication sent via mass media—those media specifically 
envisioned and designed to reach very large audiences: newspaper, 
magazine, radio, television, and Internet.  

Prime Time Prime time is the block of programming on television during the 
middle of the evening. The generally accepted times considered to 
be traditional prime time are Monday–Saturday, 8:00 p.m. to 
11:00 p.m. Eastern and Pacific, and 7:00 p.m. to 10:00 p.m. 
Central and Mountain. 

Realia Objects or activities used by teachers to demonstrate real life 
(particularly of peoples studied); objects that educators use to help 
students understand other cultures and real life circumstances; real 
things, things that are real. 
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Reach The number of different persons who see or hear a message at 
least once. 

Recall The ability to remember specific information content.  

Slice-of-Life A story which has no real plot, but usually tries to depict the 
everyday life of ordinary people. 

Standard English The variety of English that is generally acknowledged as the 
model for the speech and writing of educated speakers. Standard 
English is a controversial term used to denote a form of written 
and spoken English that is thought to be normative for educated 
users. There are no set rules or vocabulary for so-called Standard 
English because, unlike languages such as French, Spanish, or 
Dutch, English does not have a governing body.  

Student One who is enrolled or attends classes at a school, college, or 
university. 

Teacher One who teaches, especially one hired to teach. 
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Commonly-Used Acronyms 
CALL Computer Assisted Language Learning 

EFL English as a Foreign Language—Studying English in non-English-speaking 
countries. 

ELT English Language Teaching (or sometimes Training) 

ESL English as a Second Language—Studying English as a non-native speaker in a 
country where English is spoken. Depending on where you are from, the term 
ESL may be more inclusive and includes EFL.  

ESOL English to Speakers of Other Languages (Note: ESL and EFL are often used 
interchangeably. This acronym is an attempt to make a generic term and then 
assign more limited meanings to ESL and EFL.) 

L1 Language 1— The student’s native (primary or first-acquired) language. 

L2 Language 2—The language being learned or studied. 

TEFL Teaching English as a Foreign Language 

TESL Teaching English as a Second Language 

TESOL Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages (Note: It is also the name of 
an association: Teachers of English to Speakers of Other Languages, Inc.) 

TOEFL Test of English as a Foreign Language 

TOEIC Test of English for International Communication 
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Summary 
The teaching profession is faced with the responsibility to identify student needs and 

develop optimal ways to meet them. This chapter provided the background for investigating the 

feasibility of using commercial television messages as a teaching aid for teachers of English as a 

second language. The model for this research was built upon the concept that the education, full 

understanding, and engagement of students is facilitated by a variety of teaching techniques. This 

variety, while already appreciated by those working in the discipline so far, does not include the 

use of the commercial television message. 

Research revealed that ESL teachers typically seek out new methods to facilitate their 

efforts. A brief review of the profession is provided so that the reader can discern why the need 

for such a study exists. While the typical American, having grown up in the culture, has no 

trouble internalizing the nuance of the 30-second television commercial, much of it may be lost 

on the non-native speaker of English. These cultural cues not only serve to engage the 

student/viewer, they also provide useful cultural insights that can facilitate the education process. 

The U.S. Census (2002) revealed that there is a large and distinct pool of students in the 

pipeline, and limited budgets make low-cost teaching tools all the more desirable. This study will 

further examine the feasibility of using television commercials as a low-cost and nearly universal 

teaching tool. The remainder of this dissertation describes how the research questions outlined in 

this section were examined using a foundation of existing relevant literature. Chapter two 

presents the work of other researchers who have examined issues similar to those raised in the 

first chapter. Literature pertaining to learning theory, advertising, and language acquisition is 

reviewed. The methodology used and data collected in this study are described in the third 

chapter, and the data analysis and results are presented in the fourth chapter. Results and 

conclusions are discussed in chapter five. 

The literature of the ESL teaching field will be supplemented by this research. Perhaps 

more importantly, there is a possibility that the research could suggest a suitable model to 

facilitate education in an underserved population.  
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CHAPTER 2 –  Review of Literature 

In the book and movie Forrest Gump, the title character was fond of quoting his mother 

saying, “Stupid is as stupid does.” While this expression of philosophy may have layered 

meanings, obvious to obscure, it does bring to mind some thoughts about culture. That is, we 

could as easily say, “Culture is as culture does.” In other words, culture can be anything we think 

it is; it need not make sense in a logical way, it need only exist. It is a true case of perception that 

becomes reality. While culture is central to what we choose to talk about, it also shapes the way 

we use language. One need only look at the way some languages group concept meaning into a 

single word, while other languages use vocabulary to separate and focus attention on perceived 

distinctions important to the culture. Adler, Proctor, and Towne (2005) explain that for nearly a 

century, some theorists have put forth the notion of linguistic determinism: the worldview of a 

culture is unavoidably shaped and reflected by the language its members speak. 

The best-known example of linguistic determinism is the notion that Eskimos employ a 

large number of words (estimates range from 17 to 100) to describe what we simply call snow. 

Different terms are necessary for describing specific conditions. The need to survive in an Arctic 

environment led Eskimos to make distinctions that would be irrelevant to inhabitants of warmer 

climes, and in using language to make such distinctions, speakers become more likely to see the 

world in ways that match the broader vocabulary (Adler et al., 2005). The English language, for 

example, makes no verbal distinction between the concepts mother’s brother and father’s 

brother. They are both uncles. However, in many languages there are distinct and very different 

words to describe such familial relationships. The fact that such differences occur in languages 

gives insight to the nature of the culture. And, by the same token, knowledge of a culture 

facilitates the understanding of its language. 

The logical or organized way that we become aware of ourselves, our culture and social 

institutions, is primarily through the language we speak (Herzog, 1949). Anthropologist Herzog 

explains that, “It stands to reason, then, that we have a rich, subtle, elaborate tool … ” (p. 93) for 

use in the acquisition of culture. It would seem that there is, indeed, a symbiotic relationship 

between the learning of language and the learning of culture. They can occur separately, but 

learning of either is facilitated when both are present. According to Hilles and Lynch (1997), 
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“Culture … is a critical topic which should be addressed in content-based (ESL) instruction” 

(p. 376). The authors go on to say, “A knowledge of culture is essential if we are to truly 

understand diversity.” ESL students engaged in an intercultural interaction with native speakers 

of English benefit from immediate and authentic context of the language. They can share 

information and help negotiate meaning. To facilitate this sharing even more, Hilles and Lynch 

advocated the use of computer-based activities to supplement the content of the class. Stating 

that it can be a tool through which learning “other content (i.e., culture) takes place,” Kasper 

(2000) agreed: “Cross-cultural, cross-age interaction seemed to be a fruitful and effective way of 

bringing the IEP (Intensive English Program) students and the community closer” (p. 153). 

Culture and Language 
The relationship between culture and language acquisition has not been lost on 

researchers in the discipline. Edward T. Hall (1959), the founding father of intercultural 

communication, asserts, “There is not one aspect of human life that is not touched and altered by 

culture.” These shared attitudes, values, beliefs, customs, norms, and rules, when held in 

common by a group of people, are known as culture (Korn, 2002). The concepts of culture and 

communication are so tightly woven that it led Hall to conclude, “Culture is communication and 

communication is culture” (Hall, 1976). Noted communication author and educator Stephen 

Littlejohn (2002) surmised that there are four forms of cultural interpretation prominent in the 

communication field: ethnography of communication, performance ethnography, organizational 

culture, and interpretive media studies (p. 194). Ethnographic methods are applied to the 

communication patterns of a group so the interpreter can make sense of the forms of 

communication employed by the members of a culture. Philipsen (1989) determined four 

assumptions of ethnography of communication (p. 258). The first is that participants in a cultural 

community create shared meaning. Second, there is order to the communicative actions. Third, 

the meanings and actions are particular to the individual groups and, finally, each cultural group 

has its own way of understanding certain codes and actions. This thesis tells us, though not 

necessarily agreed upon formally, that culture is a complex construct that is often unique to 

the group. 

As if our own culture did not present us with enough complexity, we are prone to 

compare other cultures if for no other reason than that they may border one another. In his 
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writings Littlejohn often cited anthropologist Dell Hymes’ set of nine categories that can be used 

to compare language communication as it relates to different cultures (Hymes, 1974, p. 29). 

There are 1) “ways of speaking” familiar to group members and 2) an ideal of what constitutes a 

“fluent speaker.” According to Hymes, fluency embodies 3) a so-called “speech community” 

with boundaries, 4) set times when communication is considered appropriate, 5) “speech events” 

or episodes that are considered to be communication to members of the group, and 6) the 

“speech act,” which is a specific set of behaviors within the speech event. Also included in 

Hymes’ fluency are 7) “components” of what the cultural group considers to be appropriate 

elements of the communicative act, 8) rules for speaking in the community and, of course, 9) the 

function that the communication is believed to accomplish.  

A review of the literature on the subject helps us to see that when scholars of the subject 

speak about a society’s culture and refer to the things one must know to conduct oneself 

acceptably as a member of that particular society, they are referring to multitude of concepts or 

“a number of distinct systems or standards, not just one” (Goodenough, 1981, p. 106). In 

Culture, Language and Society, Goodenough explains that more than one system, or set of rules, 

can be applied in a language/culture at the same time. Examples of these could be English 

speaking farmers, and English speaking fishermen. There are sets of behavioral rules for both 

and vocabulary for both. In other words, we are examining subcultures that have created their 

own distinctive sub-languages. On television, this could manifest itself as jargon, specialized 

language of a particular profession, as in “Come on out, we have to move twenty of the cars 

before midnight.” If the speaker is a car salesman, that means he must sell twenty cars to reduce 

inventory. It could be slang, as in “he should get props for that” meaning the person should 

receive recognition or encouragement, not some kind of physical brace.  The creation of 

distinctive a sub-language often comes in the form of argot. Futurist Bruce Sterling defines argot 

as the purposely hermetic language of a “small knowledge clique… a super-specialized geek cult 

language that has no traction in the real world” (1992). An example might be to say that the 
team needs to get “granular on an issue” meaning to examine the fine details. 

 Slang and argot can change rapidly and thus make it difficult for ESL teachers to keep 

current. As if the additional vocabulary did not present enough challenge, subcultures often 

create new rules seen in terms of body language, intonation, and personal space rules. These 

behaviors are more obvious to those who have grown up in a particular culture. For example, 
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teenagers often speak to each other in different ways than they do to adults (Petersen, 1997). If 

they were to adopt the same speaking style with an adult, it could mean that they have a familiar 

and informal relationship with the adult, or it could mean that they are just being insolent and 

even antagonistic. If they adopt “adult” style with their peers, they might risk losing acceptance 

in the group. These subtleties of interaction are often infused with television commercial 

messages in an effort to create an emotional connection with their intended audience; but these 

embedded cultural messages are often cited as influencers of the nation’s values, habits, and 

behavior (Biagi, 2003). They can be, and sometimes are, easily misunderstood by non-native 

speakers. The reply, “what ever,” especially with emphasis on the “ever,” is not an expression of 

passive agreement, but rather dismissal of the other person’s statement as stupid or 

inconsequential. Recognition and discussion of these phenomena might provide teachable 

moments essential for ESL learners.  

Defining Culture  
We expect the content of culture to have clear parallels with the content of language, 

since language is a kind of cultural system in and of itself (Goodenough, 1981, p. 67). So, in 

considering the content of cultural depictions, we must take account of an entire range of 

phenomena that enter the human experience and that are the subject matter of learning. These 

might include dimensions such as gender, age, and power relationships, but they can also include 

observed depictions of race and ethnicity common on primetime television (Mastro & Behm-

Morawitz, 2005).   

A History of Definitions 
With this in mind, it seems obvious that a review of the literature would reveal many 

different definitions of culture. Some view the world through the lens of anthropology (Hall, 

1969,), sociology (Benedict, 1934), technology (McLuhan, 1964) and business (Bechtel, 1972).  

Culture is a term that is extremely difficult to define precisely because of the complex 

interrelationship of factors that constitute it. Ovando and Collier (1985) state: 

… such vagueness, however, can be useful. Culture is a deep, multilayered, somewhat 

cohesive hodgepodge of language, values, beliefs, and behaviors that pervades every 

aspect of every person’s life, and it is continually undergoing minor—and occasionally 
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major—alterations. When it is studied, it becomes an abstraction—albeit a useful one—

for giving meaning to human activity. What it is not is an isolated, mechanical aspect of 

life which can be used to directly explain phenomenon in a multiethnic classroom, or 

which can be learned as a series of facts (p. 101). 

The myriad classifications of what culture is, or embodies, is so broad that one is inclined 

to “pick one and go with it.” The logical alternative would be to develop an operational 

definition. An operational definition describes what is to be observed by indicating what the 

researchers must do to make the observations (Reinard, 2001). Such a definition might describe 

the steps taken by an individual to become acculturated or exhibit culture. Ideally, an operational 

definition will be used with a conceptual definition. There is an ample supply of definitions 

available. While picking one definition and “going with it” was indeed considered for this study, 

the review produced samples from different disciplines and authors that tended to be either too 

generalized or too meticulously detailed for use in this investigation. The following is a small 

sampling of that array gleaned from the literature.  

     A Few of the Many Definitions of Culture 
• “Cultures are structured systems of patterned behavior” (Lado, 1959, p. 111). 

• “I am not talking about something in the abstract that is imposed on man and is 

separate from him, but about man himself, about you and me in a highly personal 

way” (Hall, 1969, p. 33). 

• “The concept of culture is associated with a coherent system of identifying 

attitudes, values, and frames of activities linked to a given pattern of behaviour” 

(Sapir, 1921 & 1967). 

• “A society’s culture consists of whatever it is one has to know or believe to 

operate in a manner acceptable to its members, and do so in any role that they 

accept for any one of themselves. Culture, being what people have to learn as 

distinct from their biological heritage, must consist of the end product of learning: 

knowledge. … By this definition we might conclude that culture is not a material 

phenomenon. In other words, it does not consist solely of things, people, 
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behavior, or emotions. Instead it represents an organization of these” 

(Goodenough, 1964, p. 36). 

• “Culture is always changing. It includes a society’s art, beliefs, customs, games, 

technologies, traditions, and institutions. It also encompasses a society’s modes of 

communication: the process of creating symbol systems that convey information 

and meaning. Examples include language systems, Morse code, motion pictures, 

or even computer codes” (Campbell et al., 2006). 

• “We define culture as learned patterns of perception, values, and behaviors, 

shared by a group of people that is also dynamic and heterogeneous. Culture also 

involves our emotions and feelings” (Martin & Nakayama, 2007).  

• “All human cultures and societies are, by nature, highly patterned complexes of 

shared behavior, and their parts are sufficiently interdependent to form a 

functional whole” (Nostrand, 1974). 

• “The culture of a group of people includes all the systems, technologies, and tools 

which make up their way of life” (Saville Troike, 1976, p. 45). 

• “Culture is a set of values, views of reality, and codes of behavior held in 

common by people who share a distinctive way of life” (Smelser, 1991).  

• “Culture is a sort of lens through which we view the world. All the information 

we receive in a given day passes through this perceptual lens” (Singer, 1998). 

• “Culture … refers to a socially constructed and historically transmitted pattern of 

symbols, meaning, premises, and rules” (Philipsen, 1992). 

•  “[Culture is] (1) that set of capacities which distinguishes Homo sapiens as a 

species and is fundamental to its mode of adaptation; (2) the learned, cumulative 

product of all social life; (3) the distinctive patterns of thought, action, and value 

that characterize the members of a society or social group” (Winthrop, 1991). 
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• “Culture denotes an historically transmitted pattern of meaning embodied in symbols, 

a system of inherited conceptions expressed in symbolic forms by means of which 

men communicate, perpetuate and develop their knowledge about and attitudes toward 

life” (Geertz, 1973). 

A Definition for this Study 
The review samples were blended for use in this investigation after Widdowson (1987) 

offered a helpful view that refined the definition of culture even more by describing “roles” we 

play within a culture. He explained that these are “a part that people play in the performance of 

social life.” Roles, according to this author, are kinds of conventional script, or pre-script, which 

constrains the individual person to “assume a persona in conformity” to what others in the given 

society see as normal and expected patterns of behavior (p. 83). While Widdowson’s 

characterization comes close to an operational definition, it still seemed evident that no single 

definition would be ideal. It was therefore appropriate to formulate another specifically for this 

study. This definition borrows concepts from several others.  

Toward that end, for this study, “culture” will be defined as: a set of values, views of 

reality and codes of behavior held in common by people who share a distinctive way of life. 

Culture is a transmitted pattern of meaning embodied in symbols that perpetuate and develop 

knowledge about and attitudes toward life. It is learned behavior that influences the individual, 

group and society. Roles individuals play are a subset of cultural expectations. 

Acquisition of Culture 
If, as the literature suggested, language and culture are deeply implanted in one another, 

then investigations are necessary to determine how one may be acquired with the other or how 

one may facilitate the learning of the other. Goodenough (1964) found that it all came together 

quite naturally in the native speaker’s case. He explained that, “in the course of learning his 

language and how to use it, every human being acquires his culture” (p. 39).  

Saville Troike (1976, p. 45) agreed and stated that she regarded language as a key 

component of culture. Since, as she explained, the spoken language is the primary medium of 

transmitting much of culture, the process of language learning in children becomes, in part, a 

reciprocal process of enculturation. Saville-Troike contended that since language is an extensive 
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expression of culture and a primary means of transmitting it, the teacher of language is 

inescapably a teacher of culture as well. Marchand (1975, p. 2) emphasized this concept that 

anyone who teaches language is teaching culture. He explained that it is not only through 

language that we convey cultural values best, language is also the means for human articulation 

and cognition of the universe in which they live. This continuum of relationships between 

language and culture has far reaching ramifications for teachers of second and foreign 

languages, for the concept of cross-cultural communication, and for the field of language 

acquisition in general. 

The Connection Between Language and Culture 
When considered in the way Marchand (1975), Saville Troike (1976), and Campbell et al. 

(2006) look at the phenomenon, enculturation and socialization become so similar as to be 

indistinguishable. The part that language plays in the enculturation process becomes even more 

evident when one takes note of how difficult it is to learn a particular language when disassociated 

from the target society, as in the case of EFL learners. While many college level EFL students 

come from their native countries well prepared in their major and with appropriate English 

vocabulary, many face major challenges when confronted with cultural components of their new 

venue. This is not surprising since considering that language is learned through social interaction 

and that language becomes a primary vehicle of socialization. Watson-Gegeo (1988) explained:  

When we learn a second language, we are learning more than a structure for 

communication; we are also learning (for example) social and cultural norms, procedures 

for interpretation, and forms of reasoning … not only on the teaching and learning or 

acquiring of language skills, but also on the context of that learning and on what else 

(values, attitudes, frameworks for interpretation) is learned and taught at the same time as 

language structure (p. 582). 

Similarly, Tang (1999) stated that culture and language should not be treated as 

something that is even separable: 

I remember that, as a student of German, I wanted to watch all the German television 

programmes I could find. I fiddled for hours with my radio set, trying to find a German 

station. I found myself quietly rooting for anything German. This last was not a conscious 
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choice. I see it as language affecting who I was, for ultimately, language is not dead; it is 

alive, and as such can never be divorced from the culture that produced it and the people 

who speak it (even) halfway across the world (p. 417). 

According to Pica (1994, p. 70), the question, “How necessary to learning a language is 

the learner’s cultural integration?” is a concern to teachers, whether they work with students in 

classrooms far removed from the culture of the target language, or with students “physically 

immersed in the culture but experientially and psychologically distant from it.” In addition to 

Pica, numerous other researchers have tried to address issues along similar lines. Gardner and 

Lambert (1972) postulated that learners might have two basic kinds of motivation. The first is 

integrative motivation, which refers to the desire of language learners to acquire the language 

while immersing themselves into the whole culture of the language. Agreeing with Gardner and 

Lambert, Brown (1994, p. 154) stated that they do this in order to “identify themselves with and 

become part of that society.” The second motivation is instrumental, which refers to the 

functional need for learners to acquire the language for a true “utilitarian” purpose, such as 

securing employment, or being accepted into an American university. Key to the argument, 

according to Tang (1999), is that even though instrumentally motivated learners might not be 

concerned with the culture of their target language, nor interested in developing any feelings of 

affinity with the native speakers of that language, culture is still integral to the learning process. “I 

would like to suggest that language and culture are inextricably linked, and therefore it may be 

pointless, and perhaps even impossible, to ask ourselves: ‘How much of the culture of a country 

should be taught along with the language?’” According to Tang, the answer would be “as much as 

possible” and from as many sources as possible. 

Other scholars and researchers agree, but tend to see culture as an even more powerful, 

dominating component of language and vice versa. For example, Hall (1969) stated that culture 

should be regarded “in its entirety as a form of communication” (p. 28). In his earlier writings, 

Hall (1959) also took the view that language is a mirror of society. Agreeing somewhat, but also 

adding to the considerable power language has, Kelling (1975) told readers that it is an 

ambiguous “mirror” and may be a reflective/projective instrument.   
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Reality of Perception 
What has become known as the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis (Fishman, 1960) is popular and 

common to the disciplines of anthropology, linguistics, and communication. It and its many 

variations have been explained (Sapir, 1949; Whorf, 1956), and correlated to other hypotheses 

(Lander, 1966). The Sapir-Whorf hypothesis argues that the nature of a language influences the 

thinking of its speakers. Different language patterns yield different or unique ways of thinking 

about a topic. The literature indicated that the idea challenges the possibility of representing the 

world perfectly with any language, because it acknowledged that the mechanisms of that 

language influence (train or condition) the thoughts of its speakers. The central idea of the Sapir-

Whorf hypothesis is that language does not just function as a device for reporting experience, but 

also, and more significantly, as a way of defining, or framing the experience of its speakers.  

Saville Troike (1976, p. 46) posited an interesting question, similar to the question of 

whether television is a reflection of world norms or the world has become a reflection of 

television. Similarly, she asked, “Is language reflecting a world-view of the culture?” or is 

language “shaping and controlling the thinking of its speakers by the perpetual requirements it 

makes of them?” Regardless of which side one argues, language remains a guide to social reality 

or “norm,” and no two languages are sufficiently similar to represent the same social reality. As 

Bartsch (1987) put it:  

Norms are the social reality of the correctness notion. … Norms are the constellations in 

social reality that create, delimit, and secure the notions of correctness. These norms 

consist of relationships between people, in which it is determined what the models and 

standards which have to be followed are, who has to follow which model, who provides 

models, and who enforces, if necessary, adherence to the models (p. xii).  

Kramsch (1998) agreed that this attention to norms through language use extends to the 

cultural domain, since language is closely related to cultural reality. Citing Widdowson (1994), 

Kramsch put the concept in perspective for classroom discourse: “English presented in the 

classroom should be authentic, naturally occurring language, not produced for instructional 

purposes. … What this means is language naturally occurring as communication in native- 

speaker contexts of use … ” (p. 386). EFL learners wish to be exposed to the spoken discourse of 

native speakers and, thus, attempt to learn ‘native-like’ speech and communicative strategies. 
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Adding to that, in a sense, non-native speakers have a lower status than native English speakers, 

since they cannot provide “real” or “authentic” language use (Kramsch, 1997; 1998).  

As one learns a new language, reality is perceived differently simply through the 

processes of thought and the senses. Debord-Schulze (1980) pointed out that Hall’s (1969) 

notion that different cultures perceive reality differently “through the senses,” was questioned by 

Mead (1961, p. 8) regarding its concrete value in the study of culture. Mead stated, “I do not 

think we are ever going to have as perfect a coding for the study of any other part of the culture 

as we have for language.” She offered the comparison of a linguistic experience with one of the 

senses—taste. In language, as Mead explained, there are two codes (listening and speaking), 

whereas in eating cake there is only one code (tasting). She wonders how it is possible to know 

how the sensory act’s perception can be compared from one individual to another. On the other 

hand, the perception of linguistic codes is quite easy to compare for individuals. In answer to 

this, Hall’s (1969) discussion of space and time perception, and his example of Navajo and 

English (1959) serve as a reminder that many of these concepts (polychronism and 

monochronism, for example) may not be tangibly observable, but that their manifestations 

(chronic tardiness vs. punctuality) are. Hall mentioned that even the idea of dividing time into 

weeks and days, with names, makes no sense to them, instead of having “a natural succession of 

days which began with the new moon” (p. 24). 

Translating Thought to Language 
Since the 1950s, cognitive theorists have assumed that any complete theory of human 

cognition must include an analysis of the plans or strategies people use for thinking, 

remembering, understanding, and producing language. Chomsky (1965) argued that traditional 

stimulus-response and behavior theories are inadequate to account for the acquisition and use of 

human language. Since language plays such a central role in human thought and human affairs, 

Chomsky argued that a theoretical approach that does not encompass language is inadequate for 

understanding human cognition. In other words, to most efficiently learn a language, some sort 

of cognitive imagery must transpire.  

Perhaps more simply, Torrey’s (1971) concept of language as a tool for thinking and 

Whorf’s (1956) concept of the inseparability of language and thought restate Aristotle’s idea that 

language is but a means for a person to articulate cognition of the universe (1991). Rather than 
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show and tell, we might refer to it as “experience” and tell. If this is indeed true, one might 

assume that different languages, growing from different cultures, must surely produce or be 

represented by different thought patterns. Robert Kaplan (1972) postulated that the existence of 

these different thought patterns is seen in written codes and gives them dimensional forms and 

shape. To say the least, being aware of these different designs aids in better understanding the 

culture and language in question. Toward that end, this study examined the incorporation of 

television commercials into classes that teach English as a second language. 

Parallel History: Advertising and ESL Education 
The concept of teaching ESL to adults has been around for a century. It developed with 

all of adult education in America around the time of World War I. The influx of immigration 

from southern and eastern Europe caused some U.S. citizens to decry the newcomers’ 

differences in language and custom. They professed that the immigrants would never fit in. That 

led to the Americanization movement and the teaching of English to adult immigrants. The goal, 

according to Appel & Appel (1982) was to make the newcomers into “good citizens” accepting 

of the status quo. Around the same time, advertising had unintentionally become the recorder of 

the century’s cultural revolution in the external and internal lives (particularly) of women (Kurtz, 

1997). He stated:  

From the 1890s to the 1990s, women have played the starring role in America’s drama of 

consumption primarily because they made the majority of household purchases. During 

the 1890s through the 1910s, in the wake of the Industrial Revolution, advertising 

encouraged women to “buy rather than make.” As a result, (we were presented with) 

stereotypes of women as either giggling girl consumers or mothers providing for their 

families (p. 70). 

Adding that during the 1920s “advertisers learned to wrap products in ‘the tissue of 

dreams,’” (p. 71) Kurtz said that instead of selling cosmetics, for example, they sold happiness, 

placing the emphasis on the consumer rather than the product. The 1930s saw the rise of a 

carnival culture, as the public craved escapism from the Great Depression. During World War II 

in the 1940s, advertisers “suggested that victories could be won … through beauty and patriotic 

shopping” (p. 72). During the 1950s, television, an upstart medium, offered new consumers for 

advertisers. In the 1960s, advertisers used lures of sex, youth, liberation, and personal 
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expression. Kurtz contended that in the 1970s, advertising continued to “plumb popular culture 

to find selling power” (p. 72). Ironically, feminism, celebrations of ethnic heritage, critiques of 

capitalism, and the appeal of the so-called natural look were all adopted by advertising to bolster 

arguments for consumption. The key, according to Kurtz, was skillful alignment with popular 

culture to give advertising resonance. 

In this same time frame, the needs for inclusion of cultural materials in the foreign 

language classroom have been well documented and the demand for culture is not a new one 

(Marchand, 1975). But, the types of things called for have changed. In 1905 Handschin 

recommended that songs and geography be used in beginning and intermediate classes; 

literature, magazines, and anything “real” should wait until the most advanced classes. Debord-

Schulze (1980) pointed out that, in 1925, the syllabi for the Austin Independent School District 

contained cultural listings for the “advanced students.” Here too, they recommended literature, 

music, art, and architecture. The very last thing listed, she stated, is a suggestion that teachers 

read about the psychological aspects of the culture linked with the language they are teaching.  

Around this time, schema theory came to be used to describe the role of prior knowledge 

in comprehension. Research findings from cognitive psychology related teaching listening 

comprehension to the listener’s background knowledge (Bacon, 1989; Chiang & Dunkel, 1992; 

Rubin, 1994). Then Bartlett (1932) posited that the role of background knowledge in language 

comprehension has been formalized as schema theory. 

In 1942 Kaulfers spoke of courses offered for Spanish credit, taught in English, that deal 

with aspects of civilization. Then, in the late 1950s, dialogs were rife with bits and pieces of 

culture, but advanced students were still taught civilization. In 1961, famed anthropologist 

Margaret Mead made a case for identifying pertinent goals, approaches, and techniques then 

seeking appropriate cultural materials to reach these objectives. 

As the next decades progressed, scholars on many fronts realized that even beginning 

students need exposure to authentic language since it is the medium of everyday communication 

(Oxford, Lavine, & Crookall, 1989; Porter & Roberts, 1981; Scarcella & Oxford, 1992). 

According to Herron and Seay (1991), the teacher should exploit more authentic texts in all 

levels of language instruction in order to involve students in activities that reflect real-life 

listening. 
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Stagich (1998) made the case that understanding cultural context, through understanding 

of cultural situations and views, is the most effective way to learn the real meaning of the 

language. By homogenizing the new language with the culture, ESL teachers are really asking 

that their students expand their experience and try on a new cultural ego. Trivedi (1978, p. 92) 

explained that learning a foreign language could result in behavior modification of the learner, 

including the adoption of a new way of life and new values. McLeod (1976) believed that 

teachers should not leave students to learn these values and behavior patterns implicitly, pointing 

out that, since a new identity is being developed, messages may be missed. This study proposed 

the examination of the capacity of television commercials to provide insight into the American 

cultural context and thereby facilitate ESL instruction. 

Pros and Cons of Advertising 
Within the American public there is a love/hate relationship with advertising. On one 

hand the audience professes to be annoyed by the intrusion. We spend millions of dollars on 

devices like TiVo machines to be able to zap past these messages that both pay for our 

entertainment and intrude on our enjoyment (Assael & Poltrack, 2006). On the other hand, 

millions of Americans claim to watch the Super Bowl for the commercials. Consumer ads 

regularly warrant their own prime-time TV specials, and have become such a staple of our 

popular culture that Super Bowl hype now derives as much from the debuts of high-profile ad 

campaigns as from the game itself (Green, 2004). One of the most popular issues of USA Today 

is its annual issue that rates the best of Super Bowl commercials by using sophisticated, 

automated response technology to survey selected viewers. Televised reels of the Clio awards 

draw large audience numbers and “World’s Funniest Commercials” programs are regulars on 

several networks. In other words, according to Green (2004), we are choosing to watch television 

commercials sponsored by other commercial messages.  

In fact, NBC Universal recently announced a website where the public can go online and 

watch any and all the TV commercials the want. Dubbed Didja.com, the site represents NBC 

Universal’s expanding battle against YouTube and other viral video sites. The company is using 

the weight of its top-rated USA cable network to launch the all-advertising website, set to be up 

early next year. The site will offer a vast archive of current and classic TV spots, movie trailers, 

and other brand-related content. USA-Sci Fi Channel President Bonnie Hammer told Advertising 
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Age magazine that the goal is to “become the go-to destination for on-demand advertising 

content. … Didja.com is the logical next step in the changing dynamic between consumers and 

advertisers. There’s no doubt that commercials are major drivers of pop culture—all you have to 

do is check out traffic on any video-sharing site. We want to own that water cooler 

conversation.”  

The launch of Didja.com—whose name is a play on the phrase “Did ya see that?”—

marked USA’s first digital media initiative not directly linked to its cable programming (Adalian, 

2007; Hampp, 2007). 

Clearly, people do react positively to TV advertising stimuli, or there would be no 

purpose for the existence of such a tool. As Stephen Colbert would say, “The market has spoken” 

(2007). It should not be too much of a surprise that as much research goes into the creation of an 

ad campaign as goes into examining audience numbers and reaction (Reid & King, 2003). 

Highly skilled and perceptive creative teams collaborate to develop an ad. They point out that, to 

be successful, the television commercial must be a vigorous dramatization of communal 

experience. Enough, they write, that it might take a sociologist to approximate the media 

analysts’ skill in the gathering and producing of exploitable social data. This idea of 

advertising’s potential value to the study of culture was espoused by Harrington more than 30 

years ago (1972, p. 353), but appears to be going strong today. With this in mind, the “net net” 

seems to be that educators have at their disposal a vast resource for classroom use. Even 

McLuhan (1964, p. 203) expressed this notion of recycling pooled resources. So much work goes 

into the creation of television commercials, it seems a waste to use them solely for advertising.  

There is even a historical component of culture that using television advertising in the 

ESL classroom could elucidate. Although people’s exact reactions to advertisements can only be 

experienced contemporaneously in the eras in which they are introduced (Costa, 2001), we can 

still study antecedent advertising for clues about how things were, and therefore how they came 

to be the way they are. As Harrington (1972) asked about advertising, “What better crash course 

in the values, mores, fantasies, and particularly the fears of Americans?” If the values 

emphasized and exploited by advertising are indeed no different from the values of the society it 

mirrors (Lutz, 1974; Henniger, 1974), then educators have at their fingertips an instant historical 

account of the values of American society. 
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America’s Most Available Teaching Tool 
To say that television permeates American life is an understatement. The A.C. Nielsen 

Co. (2007) tells us that the average American spends more than four hours watching television 

each day—that’s 28 hours per week, or two months of nonstop TV-watching per year. A 65-

year-old person will have spent nine years glued to the tube. While research on ESL learners 

(Thanajaro, 2000) revealed that television is omnipresent, even in the homes of recent 

immigrants, the information below, compiled by TV Free America, (Herr, 2001) helps put the 

phenomenon in perspective.  

 

Television as it Relates to Family Life 

Percentage of households that possess at least one television ...................................................... 99 

Number of TV sets in the average U.S. household ................................................................... 2.24 

Percentage of U.S. homes with three or more TV sets ................................................................ 66 

Number of hours per day that TV is on in an average U.S. home.....................6 hours, 47 minutes 

Percentage of Americans that regularly watch television while eating dinner ............................ 66 

Number of hours of TV watched annually by Americans ..............................................  250 billion  

 

Commercialism 

Number of 30-second TV commercials seen in a year by an average child ......................... 20,000 

Number of TV commercials seen by the average person by age 65 .................................  2 million 

Total spending by 100 leading TV advertisers in 1993 ................................................ $61.3 billion 
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General 

Percentage of local TV news broadcast time devoted to advertising ........................................... 30 

Percentage devoted to stories about crime, disaster and war .................................................... 53.8 

Percentage devoted to public service announcements ................................................................ 0.7 

Percentage of Americans who can name The Three Stooges ...................................................... 59 

Percentage who can name at least three justices of the U.S. Supreme Court .............................. 17 

 

A New Way of Keeping Score 
Television is a heavily researched medium largely because of its great expense. 

Advertisers do not want to pay its lofty prices unless they are certain they are accessing their 

target audience. Nielsen Media Research, the well-known watchdog of the industry, has made 

efforts to deal with use of TiVo-like recordings and get a true picture of share and rating. A share 

is a percentage of TV households that have their TV sets on at a given time. A rating is a 

percentage of all TV households, whether or not their sets are turned on. For example, if a TV 

program has a 1.0 rating, it means 1% of the total U.S. households with a TV tuned in to that 

show. Traditionally, advertising costs have been negotiated on the basis of live-viewing figures, 

but recently Nielsen and the broadcast networks have begun to release viewership statistics that 

include live-plus-same-day playback on digital video recorders (Rash, 2007). Even if a show is 

recorded, it can be counted as long as it is viewed with 24 hours. 

The TiVo Company itself has a “Big Brother” ability to know when its customers are 

viewing a particular piece of programming. If a person with TiVo uses the device to avoid a 

commercial, the company can tell. Conversely, if owners use their TiVos to watch a commercial 

again, or multiple times, they know that, too. To keep track of who is watching commercials and 

who is not, the company helped create StopWatch data, used by Publicis Groupe’s Starcom USA 

and Interpublic Group of Companies. StopWatch made it possible to analyze second-by-second 

viewership patterns by an anonymous, aggregated, and random sample of 20,000 TiVo units. 

The increasing availability of such data illustrates the intense scrutiny being placed on the 

venerable 30-second commercial (Steinberg, 2007). 
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Dissertations 
A search of dissertations, published and unpublished, over the past 25 years was helpful 

in framing this topic area. The survey resulted in the discovery of several dissertations that were 

close to some aspects of the topic area, but none that came close to duplicating the concept or 

chosen research. Several dissertations focused attention on the need for “authentic” examples, 

while others explored the receptiveness of the audience to non-commercial “dramatic” video 

messages. One, perhaps the closest conceptually, set about demonstrating a cultural connection 

useful for ESL in print advertising. Still, none attempted to make the more direct connection of 

finding useful cultural content embedded in the commercial television message. The failure to do 

so pointed to a need to build from the perimeter by establishing relevance for various 

components of the concept first, then making connections through an experimental model. 

Two of the dissertations examined were helpful because they focused on so-called 

“authentic examples” for use in teaching adults English as a second language. Thanajaro (2000) 

examined the use of authentic materials to develop listening comprehension (the most used 

language skill) in the ESL classroom. Citing the Rogers and Medley (1988) explanation that 

“authentic” materials referred to oral and written language materials used in daily situations by 

native speakers of the language, Thanajaro pointed out that newspapers, magazines, and 

television advertisements are good examples to use for teaching ESL. He pointed out that “while 

tasks such as grammar or pronunciation drills do not provide students with the chance for 

exchanging authentic messages, the use of video and film, radio broadcasts, and television” does. 

Of the ESL students surveyed in this study, 100% indicated that they watched television every 

day at home, 43% thought that the pictures help in understanding, and 71% read captions to 

facilitate their understanding. Later in the study “watching television” was revealed to be the 

most popular strategy students used to practice their second-language listening skills.  

Ultimately, positive attitudes toward the culture experience students develop in this 

activity transfer to the their interaction with native speakers (Oxford, Park-Oh, Ito, & Sumrall, 

1993). In her dissertation, DeBord-Schulze (1980) used Hall’s (1959) Map of Culture to measure 

elements of culture found in magazine advertising of the day. This examination revealed that, 

even in print, commercial speech was rife with cultural messages. The author also made an 

effective case for using advertising simply because of its low cost, redundancy, and ubiquitous 

presence in American society. Eun’s (2003) dissertation looked at television, but only at 
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programming that had been specifically prepared for EFL students in Korea. The researcher 

explained that while Korean television has produced a number of shows to teach English, 

relatively few, if any, have centered on the concept of how “American English norms unfold in 

language teaching concepts” (p. 20). 

While it didn’t specifically explore commercial messages, Eun’s examination supported 

television itself as a valuable tool: 

Television programs can provide a variety of authentic resources for the teaching of 

English, using vivid images, sounds, cultural events … a wide range of linguistic 

structures spanning multiple registers, although there are limitations for communication-

based teaching in the classroom setting (p. 41).  

Several of Eun’s findings pointed to the idea that even specially prepared educational 

video programming needs explanation by teachers who understand the target culture. The author 

went on to cite a difficulty present in the use of these made-up programs in Korea. She stated 

that teachers often have the notion that language—or even culture—always has a one-to-one 

correspondence. This kind of oversimplification, she concluded, can perpetuate stereotypes and 

biases of the learners/TV viewers (p. 190). 

Dissertation work by Iheanacho (1997) focused on the benefits of multimedia computer 

assisted language learning (CALL) for teaching vocabulary. Iheanacho admitted early on that the 

cultural component of language was somewhat underserved by the method. His study examined 

the effects of two multimedia CALL programs on vocabulary acquisition. The first program 

consisted of both motion graphics and text. The second program consisted of still graphics and 

text. The purpose was to investigate which program represented a better environment for 

learning vocabulary. The author also attempted to determine which program best aided retention 

of learned vocabulary. Despite the understandable emphasis on CALL, his writings also paid 

attention to the popular benefit of closed-captioned TV. Iheanacho pointed to a study by 

Koskinem, Markham, Knable, Jensema, & Kane (1996) that examined the effects of captioned 

television on the incidental vocabulary acquisition of 72 inmates of a prison in Pennsylvania. 

Two groups viewed a science video, one with captions and one without, and, while the group 

that viewed the captioned video showed no significant difference between the other group on 

word recognition, it was clear that captions facilitated retention and understanding of meaning 

(Iheanacho, 1997, p. 22). 
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The dissertation by Manning (2005) pointed out that the achievement level of the United 

States’ growing number of English language learners continues to lag behind peers. To examine 

the phenomenon further, the author designed a developmental study to investigate instruction 

that used many different media to communicate information. Manning’s multimedia tutorial 

embedded rehearsal, elaboration, and compensation learning strategies to help the ELL students 

understand and recall information about their state’s mandated computer competencies. Another 

doctoral candidate built a similar research program that looked at new ways to approach 

education. Collins’ (2003) study revealed that online education has developed consistent 

standards for communication behaviors among group members. Her examination showed that so-

called moderators often function as an invisible, professional public of informal adult educators, 

independent of academic adult education institutions. 

Several dissertations (Capraro, 2002; Cosgrave, 1999; Hughes, 2003; and Larroy, 2005) 

focused on the experience of the ESL learner in and out of the class. Larroy, for example, noted 

that unlike previous generations of immigrants, new Diaspora Latinos seek integration into 

American society as bilinguals. This extensive study of Latino/a students at Virginia Tech, 

though they represented only 2% of the total student body, revealed that with linguistic 

command for both Spanish and English, they had begun to resist abandonment of national 

identities and culture. 

Capraro (2002) noted five themes tied to ESL and the learners’ culture. The first was that, 

despite the participants’ prior EFL learning, obstacles in their interactions with native speakers 

often prevented them from practicing their spoken language. The second was that pronunciation, 

vocabulary, and fluency were main concerns. Third, instrumental motivation played an important 

role in learning. Fourth, the participants experienced positive changes in their attitude and 

thinking toward learning spoken English. Fifth, reflection made a difference in their spoken 

English learning. Noting that television was a good source to learn informal, casual words, 

Capraro pointed out that overcoming the “limitations imposed from one’s own culture and the 

target language culture” is highly important. She added that further investigation of these cultural 

limitations would be a valuable topic to pursue (p. 318).  

Cosgrave (1999) linked culture and television as a symbiotic relationship. He stated that 

one can interpret and collect culture in a variety of ways, by focusing on non-visible or ideal 

aspects like concepts, or “one can choose instances of actual behaviour.” He went on to suggest 
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that television should “be understood as a method or object for collecting cultural identity.” 

Stating that television is a technological method for collecting identity, he pointed to a need to 

interpret and examine its particular formulation of culture. Cosgrave then explained that 

“television can be, and is, used as a technological means for disseminating and representing 

conceptions of cultural identity.” 

Hughes (2003) also observed this connection of culture to television while studying self-

development of midlife women. She cited the work of Gledhill (1987), noting that her target 

audience was very familiar with pop culture through mass media messages “like advertisements” 

on television. These messages encouraged her to think of and present herself in certain ways. All 

of us are constantly inundated with pop culture messages through a number of sources called 

agents of socialization: family, peers, public education systems, and mass media (Kendall, 

2001). The term mass media, for purposes of this study, included television, movies, books, 

magazines, advertising, the Internet, radio, music, and more. Commenting on the ubiquitous 

nature of advertising, Hughes (2002) quoted Christensen (2001), saying that mass media 

messages are such “a proliferate, ordinary part of life,” we’re not even aware of them (p. 4).  

Suzanne Panferov (2002) used an ethnographic approach to explore the ESL student 

development in her dissertation. While seeking the most effective learning strategies for 

promoting ESL literacy development, Panferov’s study investigated several different factors 

influencing domestic ESL learner education. These factors included family influences on literacy 

development, resistance and barriers to literacy acquisition, cultural means of coping with arrival 

in the U.S., attitudes toward literacy, and the role of L1 in literacy development. Many of these 

concepts had not been addressed in studies specific to the ESL learner population. The 

examination brought her to the conclusion that knowledge acquisition is not a process of 

“banking” or transferring measures of knowledge into “empty vessels.” On the contrary, her 

research pointed to a more collaborative effort. This is akin to the Freire (1985) argument for 

reality transforming knowledge that both teacher and student create together, through interaction 

and engagement. Panferov cited Vygotsky (1978) as a scholar who urged educators to recognize 

that learning and constructing knowledge must be relevant to the learner. Dewey (1938) 

suggested that learning be related to prior knowledge. In all, these can be seen as variations on 

the same theme, collaborative effort between teacher and student based upon cultural experience 

and authentic examples. 
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Adeodu (1997) surmised that culture is much more than “dinner, dress and dance, and 

other tangibles” observable as symbols of changing culture. It also includes less tangible 

manifestations such as communication style, values, and attitudes. It is relationships and other 

complex interconnected elements that fulfill specific functions in the lives of members of the 

society (Nieto, 1996; James, 1995).  

Summary 
The literature reviewed for this dissertation examined several aspects of the topic to be 

studied. While there is a substantial body of literature on language learning, cultural adaptation, 

the use of authentic examples, or realia, in the ESL classroom, and the power and influence of 

advertising messages, there appeared to have been no investigation that connected televised 

commercial messages with the learning of a second language. However, there is abundant 

literature that demonstrates a connection between culture and language learning.  

Many studies showed the value of authentic materials when used as a teaching aid for the 

individual student attempting to learn English as a second language. In fact, literature dating 

back into the last century espoused the use of additional, exemplary materials to assist in 

teaching the English language to non-speakers in this country (ESL, as it is now called). 

Iheanacho (1997) looked at the use of computer graphics to improve the study of vocabulary in 

second language learning. Several studies made a convincing argument that, while they do not 

have the desired appeal of authentic examples, specially created computer graphics can be used 

to facilitate learning. Since more than 2 million language minority students have been identified 

as having limited English proficiency, (U.S. Census Bureau, 2002) it seems imperative that we 

work to find effective means to improve ESL learning. Eun’s research (2003) testified to this 

need and identified some of the reasons behind the quest for English language proficiency. Eun’s 

study postulated that as long as English maintains power and dominance, people will strive to be 

able to use it with the belief that the closer they are to being able to speak like a native speaker, 

the more rewards they will reap. 

In regard to the variety of media available for language exposure, there was extensive 

research on the power of the televised message and the popularity of the 30-second, slice-of-life 

commercial. Even though they are of a commercial nature, some of these messages are so well 

received that they become entertainment programming in themselves (Hampp, 2007). The hype 
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around the annual cavalcade of ads on the Super Bowl is a perfect example. The trade press for 

the advertising industry regularly comments on the latest social phenomena and reports daily on 

marketers using knowledge of social change to make much needed connections with evolving 

target audiences. Still, while there seems to be ample anecdotal evidence that television 

commercials embody American culture, there has been little or no academic research on the 

matter. 

It seems clear that Americans see a lot of television commercials. If, for example, an ESL 

student had watched television for four hours a night during the month that the sample for this 

study was taken, he or she would have seen all of the nearly 2,000 commercials recorded. Nearly 

20 of the messages would have been seen more than 10 times and four would have been seen 

more than 20 times. Considering that four hours of TV viewing a night is below the national 

average, it is safe to say that there is a high likelihood that this population will be exposed to 

many such messages and will likely be influenced by them. Hughes (2003) explained that mass 

media is a primary resource of “pop” culture. She presented a historical perspective of American 

mass media, including film, magazines, radio, television, and romance novels, to illustrate how 

cultural standards have been ingrained into our society. So, as we begin to see strong, positive 

connections between culture and English language learning, and evidence of strong connections 

between culture and the television commercial, it seems to indicate that the next step might be 

research on the use of the TV commercial in ESL. This study examined that possibility with the 

idea that a positive outcome could ultimately provide under-funded ESL programs with a low-

cost source of “authentic” teaching materials. 
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CHAPTER 3 – Methodology 

The methodology for this research used elements from several different qualitative 

research systems. It was a twofold approach that first centered on the collection and treatment of 

the commercials sampled for use in the study, and second, dealt with the creation and evaluation 

of a suite of teaching materials used by ESL teachers in the classroom and a system to measure 

the value of commercials in teaching the class.  

This study investigated the following research questions: 

RQ1: What, if any, elements of American culture do television commercial 
messages contain? 

RQ2: If television commercials do contain culture, can they be used to teach 
English to adults who are learning it as a second language? 

RQ3: Finally, do participants report that commercial messages used as a teaching 
tool are an effective addition to their program?  
 

Qualitative Analysis of Cultural Content  
Qualitative content analysis enabled the researcher to include a relatively large number of 

videographic samples and systematically identify their properties. This use of content analysis 

provided an appropriate method for analyzing culture in the sample of TV commercials.  

Krippendorff (1980) defined content analysis as “a research technique for making 

replicable and valid inferences from data to their context” (p. 21). He listed the following six 

elements as a framework: 1) the data, 2) their context, 3) the analyst’s knowledge (reality), 4) the 

target, 5) inference, and 6) validity. Berger (1998) stated that content analysis is useful in making 

inferences about people indirectly, and is helpful in determining any interesting changes that may 

have occurred over the years. Content analysis is an unobtrusive means of studying media and 

therefore, advertising messages. There were two main characteristics that made this aspect of the 

study a qualitative content analysis rather than a quantitative analysis or cultural criticism: 

1. The use of qualitative assessment in the coding process; connotative vs. denotative 

content categories (i.e., what constitutes culture to be counted and what are the observable 

characteristics that manifest that concept.)  
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2. The use of qualitative assessment, or inference, in the analysis of the findings (i.e., 

attempting to answer the broader “So what?” question). 

Construct validity (Frey, Botan, Friedman, & Kreps, 1992, p. 197) was attempted by 

developing content categories on the basis of other similar studies (Signorielli, 1989; Hall, 1959). 

Central to the analysis was Hall’s (1959) Map of Culture, which he referred to as a by-

product of his study of “culture as communication” (p. 171). This grid (Table 1) of 100 

components of culture allowed raters in this study to put a numerical identifier on concepts they 

observed in the sample commercials. The volunteer raters, all of whom were adult college 

students majoring in communication, spent some time familiarizing themselves with the Map, 

and were then able to spot and identify many different cultural concepts in the a series of 25 

commercials chosen for review.  

The use of non-specialist raters helped add a level of objectivity to the study. These 

individuals, with limited knowledge of anthropology or sociology, tended not to bring 

preconceived notions of culture to the study. Hall himself explained that the Map of Culture 

“satisfied a demand for specificity, concreteness and teachability,” saying that he created it “to 

enlighten the non-specialist interested in cross-cultural work as to the nature of culture, and to 

stimulate students to further work” (p. 176). 

After the raters’ observations were quantified, the information was used to create a 

discussion guide for the ESL teachers who used the test lessons. 
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Table 1   Edward T. Hall’s Map of Culture 

 

Examining the Commercial Messages 
A large sample of commercial messages for use in this study was taken during the month 

of November in 2001. The four networks, ABC, CBS, Fox, and NBC, were chosen because they 

all offer entertainment and news funded by commercial messages. Not only are these networks 

typically included with basic cable, they are also broadcast over the air and, thus, can be viewed 

at no cost by anyone who has access to a television set.  

Primary Message 

Systems
Interactional Organizational Economic

Sexual       

(Gender Based)
Territorial

Temporal        

(Time)
Instructional Recreational Protective Exploitational

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

Interaction
Communication; 

Vocal qualifiers; 

Kinesics; Language

Status and Role Exchange
How the sexes 

interact
Places of interaction Times of interaction

Teaching and 

learning

Participation in the 

arts and sports (active 

and passive)

Protecting and being 

protected

Use of telephones, 

signals, writing, etc.

0 00 01 02 03 04 05 06 07 08 09

Association Community
Society; Class; 

Caste; Government
Economic roles Sexual roles Local group roles Age group roles Teachers and learners

Entertainers and 

athletes

Protectors (doctors, 

clergy, soldiers, 

police, etc.)

Use of group property

1 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19

Subsistence
Ecological 

community

Occupational 

groupings

Work; Formal 

work; Maintenance; 

Occupations

Sexual division of 

labor

Where the individual 

eats, cooks, etc.

When the individual 

eats, cooks, etc.

Learning from 

working

Pleasure from 

working

Care of health, 

protection of 

livelihood

Use of foods, 

resources, and 

equipment

2 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 29

Bisexuality                 

(Both Gender Based)

Sex community 

(clans, sibs)
Marriage groupings Family

The Sexes; Masc. 

Vs. Fem.; Sex 

(biological); Sex 

(technical)

Areas assigned to 

individuals by virtue 

of sex

Periods assigned to 

individuals by virtue 

of sex

Teaching and 

learning sex roles

Participation in 

recreation by sex

Protection of sex and 

fertility

Use of sex 

differentiating 

decoration and 

adornment

3 30 31 32 33 34 35 36 37 38 39

Territoriality Community territory Group territory Economic areas
Men's and women's 

territories

Space, Formal 

space; Informal 

space; Boundaries

Scheduling of space

Teaching and 

learning individual 

space assignments

Fun, playing games, 

etc., in terms of space
Privacy

Use of fences and 

markers

4 40 41 42 43 44 45 46 47 48 49

Temporality (Time) Community cycles Group cycles Economic cycles
Men's and women's 

cyclical activities

Territorially 

determined cycles

Time; Sequence; 

Cycles; Calendar

When the individual 

learns

When the individual 

plays

Rest, vacations, 

holidays

Use of time-telling 

devices, etc.

5 50 51 52 53 54 55 56 57 58 59

Learning
Community lore - 

what gets taught and 

learned

Learning groups - 

educational 

institutions

Reward for teaching 

and learning

What the sexes are 

taught
Places for learning

Scheduling of 

learning (group)

Enculturation; 

Rearing; Informal 

learning; Education

Making learning fun
Learning self-defense 

and to stay healthy
Use of training aids

6 60 61 62 63 64 65 66 67 68 69

Play
Community play - 

the arts and sports

Play groups - teams 

and troupes

Professional sports 

and entertainment

Men's and women's 

play, fun, and games
Recreational areas Play seasons Instructional play

Recreation; Fun; 

Playing; Games
Exercise

Use of recreational 

materials (playthings)

7 70 71 72 73 74 75 76 77 78 79

Defense
Community defenses - 

structured defense 

systems

Defense groups - 

armies, police, public 

health, organized 

religion

Economic patterns of 

defense

What the sexes 

defend (home, honor, 

etc.)

What places are 

defended
The When of defense

Scientific, religious, 

and military training

Mass exercise and 

military games

Protection; Formal 

defenses; Informal 

defenses; Technical 

defenses

Use of materials for 

protection

8 80 81 82 83 84 85 86 87 88 89

Exploitation
Communication 

networks

Organizational 

networks (cities, 

building groups, etc.)

Food, resources, and 

industrial equipment

What men and 

women are concerned 

with and own

Property - what is 

enclosed, counted, 

and measured

What periods are 

measured and 

recorded

School, buildings, 

training aids, etc.

Amusement and 

sporting goods and 

their industries

Fortifications, 

armaments, medical 

equipment, safety 

devices

Material; Systems; 

Contact w/ 

environment; Motor 

habits; Technology

9 90 91 92 93 94 95 96 97 98 99
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As part of the research, the sample of nearly 2,000 national television commercials that 

were recorded for this study was quantified and categorized. These commercial messages had 

already been identified by name and the number of airings for each has been counted. The 

sample, taken during the month of November 2001, was recorded only during prime time hours, 

7 p.m. to 10 p.m. in the Central Time Zone. This equates to 8 p.m. to 11 p.m. in the Eastern and 

Western Time Zones (Avery & Ferraro 2000, p. 218). The recordings were made on a rotating 

basis, ABC, CBS, Fox and, finally, NBC. Only one network was recorded each night, and on 

every fifth night the cycle started over with ABC. Since the sequence recurred every five days, 

networks were not recorded on the same night. Ultimately, every viewing night of the week was 

recorded at least once on each of the four networks. Two networks, ABC and CBS, were 

recorded an extra time on Thursday, November 29 and Friday, November 30.  

 

Table 2   November 2001 Network Recording Schedule 

Sunday Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday Saturday 

    1 / ABC 2 / CBS 3 / FOX 

4 / NBC 5 / ABC 6 / CBS 7 / FOX 8 / NBC 9 / ABC 10 / CBS 

11 / FOX 12 / NBC 13 / ABC 14 / CBS 15 / FOX 16 / NBC 17 / ABC 

18 / CBS 19 / FOX 20 / NBC 21 / ABC 22 / CBS 23 / FOX 24 / NBC 

25 / ABC 26 / CBS 27 / FOX 28 / NBC 29 / ABC 30 / CBS  

 

The recording rotation was employed to keep the sample at a manageable size and still 

assure that every network was represented, at least once, on every weeknight. At the end of the 

month, all local commercials and station promotional advertisements were eliminated from the 

sample and all remaining national commercials were dubbed together. Only national 

commercials were selected for the study because of their typically higher production values, 

better quality, and nearly universal availability (Straubhaar & LaRose, 2004). Television 

commercials aired on the national level are nearly universally available and, although many 

national commercials are intended to reach niche markets (ethnic minorities, one specific gender 

or age group), even these narrow target audiences represent populations that are typically quite 

large and can even number into the tens of millions (Vivian, 2005, p. 212).  
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To limit the scope of commercial messages included in the study even more, specifically 

in hopes of creating a more manageable sample, after the taped commercials were viewed, 

counted, and categorized, only those ads that aired more than six times during the month were 

chosen to be included in the final sample. This particular frequency was selected because 

advertising industry protocol is that a commercial message must be viewed at least six times to 

provide effective recall in audience members. Of course, the goal of the media buyer is to have 

audience members remember the message and act upon it accordingly (Roman & Mass, 1992, 

p. 83). Most, if not all, of the messages in the original sample taken for this study probably ran 

more than six times, but the cutoff points, November 1 to November 30, precluded the researcher 

from knowing that for sure. In other words, commercials that appear on the recorded list less 

than five times near the beginning of the month, would likely have aired many more times before 

the sampling procedure began. The same is true for messages that appear to begin airing near the 

end of the month.  

There were 50 commercial messages from the original sample that ran six times or more. 

Fourteen volunteer raters analyzed the content of each of these commercials using a slightly 

modified and updated version of Hall’s 100-cell cultural content matrix (1959). They looked for 

both manifest and latent cultural meanings, and even cultural taboos. The reason for making 

modifications to Hall’s matrix, though minor, was that the some of the nomenclature on the 

1959-vintage matrix was not understandable to the group of student volunteer raters, most of 

whom were not even born until the 1980s. Some of the wording on Hall’s matrix seemed 

peculiar to them, for example, he uses the term bisexual to mean non-gender specific, that is, 

something that represents or appeals to both genders. This phrasing was confusing to raters and 

represents a category that received additional explanation before the grid was employed. 

Two separate groups of observer/raters examined cultural content information in the 

commercials, which was ultimately used to create the discussion guide for ESL teachers. These 

example commercials were edited onto both DVD and videocassette and used to create the suite 

of discussion materials used in the ESL classrooms. Information from the raters’ analyses was 

also used to create appropriate survey questions to survey the adult educators and students who 

used the DVD or videocassette in classroom exercises.  
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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 
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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? 
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Appendix H – Primary Message Systems Ratings for 50 Commercials Commercial 50 

Commercial 49 

Commercial 48 

Commercial 47 

Commercial 46 

Commercial 45 

Commercial 44 

Commercial 43 

Commercial 42 

Commercial 41 

Commercial 40 

Commercial 39 

Commercial 38 

Commercial 37 

Commercial 36 

Commercial 35 

Commercial 34 

Commercial 33 

Commercial 32 

Commercial 31 

Commercial 30 

Commercial 29 

Commercial 28 

Commercial 27 

Commercial 26 

Commercial 25 

Commercial 24 

Commercial 23 

Commercial 22 

Commercial 21 

Commercial 20 

Commercial 19 

Commercial 18 

Commercial 17 

Commercial 16 

Commercial 15 

Commercial 14 

Commercial 13 

Commercial 12 

Commercial 11 

Commercial 10 

Commercial 9 

Commercial 8 

Commercial 7 

Commercial 6 

Commercial 5 

Commercial 4 

Commercial 3 

Commercial 2 

Commercial 1 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introduction
The ability of a 30-second television commercial to tell a culturally
relevant story is one goal of advertisers. It’s how they connect with
their audiences. TV commercials, because of their length, must be
even easier to understand than regular programs. 

This could benefit students of English as a second language because
they can see the action and hear the language being spoken. Since
the “action” often includes cultural visual clues like facial expres-
sions, use of personal space, gender roles, social status and age-relat-
ed portrayals, there could be a lot to learn from a 30-second ad.  

The speaking in TV commercials includes emphasis, pronunciation,
and pauses common to American English. Also, commercials often
include idioms, word play, irony and double meanings. 

You and your students are being invited to participate in this
research project for the doctoral dissertation of Clifford Bieberly, a
student at Kansas State University. You will be asked to watch a set
of commercials and discuss their cultural content. As you watch and
listen to the commercials in this lesson, look for the following:

• Male/female interaction

• Age/generational relationships

• Power relationships (Who is in charge? How are they
treated? How do they treat others?)  

• Attitudes toward people who are different

2



• Are there people it is “okay” to make fun of?

• How do children relate to their parents or other adults?

• Is there an “ideal” family depicted in commercials?

• How are different races characterized? Do they interact
in these messages?

• How are teachers, clergy, athletes, bosses, women 
characterized?

Materials for classroom use
The video sample contains 25 different national TV spots. All you need to do is
show the students the commercials, then engage them in discussion using the
materials provided. Since these are 30-second spots, total viewing time will be
less than 13 minutes, but you should allow for discussion between each.

What to do
First, ask your students to fill out the short survey in the front of their folder.
Then, play a commercial and ask the class to watch for aspects of communica-
tion that they think are particularly American, or even things they just don’t
understand. (Having them jot down a few notes as they listen will help. Their
folders include a section with space for notes on each ad) Engage your students
in discussion before you move on to the next commercial.

Ask them if they can remember any favorite commercials they have seen at
home and discuss them in the same way.

Finally, ask them to fill out the survey in the back of their folder. 

Now, sign here ___________________________(after you have read
the directions and feel you are ready to start. the lesson for your students.)

3



4

Your discussion
Some examples of questions to ask your students after watching a
TV commercial might be something like this:

• “How did the father know the daughter was sad?”
• “Does it appear to be okay to make fun of your employer?”
• “Would a Japanese employee ever say that to his boss?” 
• “Do Americans think drivers in other country are dangerous?” 
• As you probably realize, there are many aspects of culture. 

Other questions will surely come to mind in your discussion with
students.

The last step
After you have collected your students’ questionnaires, be sure to com-
plete the teacher’s survey, then send it all back in the postage paid reply
envelope. You only need to take one teacher’s survey, even if you are using this
with multiple classes. If you would like to know the results of the survey,
include your e-mail address below. 

Your information

Instructor name: _____________________________________

E-mail address: ______________________________________

Telephone: ________________________________________

School: __________________________________________

City, State: ________________________________________



student survey

survey
Please tell us a little about yourself in this pre-lesson survey.

1.  What is your first language?       ____________________

2.  How long have you been in the United States?   __________

3.  What other type of discussion aids have you used in classes? 
(Circle all that apply)

Movies Television Magazines
Newspapers Books Other ______________ 

4.  How many hours of television do you watch each day?  _____

5.  Do you watch television with captions turned on? Yes No

6.  If you watch TV programs, do you usually pay attention to the 
commercials?         Yes No

7.  How much do you think watching TV helps you with English?

Very Much Some Neutral Not much Not at all
1 2 3 4 5

8.  How much do you think TV commercials could help you?

Very Much Some Neutral Not much Not at all
1 2 3 4 5

9.  Can you remember a favorite American TV commercial? 
(If so, what was it?) ___________________________

10.  How important do you think the link is between language and
the culture of that language?

Very Much Some Neutral Not much Not at all
1 2 3 4 5

5



commercials
Students can use these spaces here to make some notes for discus-
sion. Possible topics for your discussion are in red below.

1

2

5

4

3

6

Note that this commercial sells 

relationships, “the gift of a sister’s

advice,” for example. The people are

physically very close.

Note that clean and white is “healthy.”    

Why is giving holiday gifts important

to Americans? What’s the significance

of the children being selfless? Why are

the police & firemen helping them?

Why would advertisers choose to have

the friends be of different races? What’s

being implied about youth & inde-

pendence? Any other stereotypes?

Why did the boys give their mom a

hamburger cooker and beef? Were

they being selfish? Is that “typical” of

young American men?



6

7

10

9

8

11
7

Why was the KFC spokesperson

KFC rude to Santa Claus? Why

would having an “individual size”

be important to Americans?                

The Sonic chairman, a very impor-

tant man, is delivering food clumsi-

ly on skates. Why is this okay?

What’s a “big cheese?” 

Is it always men who do this kind

of work? What does “driving down

prices” mean? Is it okay to give “gift

cards” as presents?

Are the cowboys “manly?” Why is a

“big, bad, bold” pickup truck a

good thing? Why are they destroy-

ing a field with their “family crest?

When faced with a “tough” deci-

sion, we are told we can have both

sandwiches. Why? Why are toys

given away in kids’ meals?

Note the racial diversity. Are there

any stereotypes here? To what

American values would the slogan

“Be you” appeal?



12

13

16

15

14

17

8

2nd Home Depot commercial – this

one includes women. Are there any

gender differences apparent in the way

the men & women pose with tools?

Various portrayals of family relation-

ships. Note the joke about the father

who apparently has hearing problem.      

Is it funny that Kirstie Alley is acting

selfish as she shops with her friend?

What does this say about American

gift giving customs? Friendships?

Is food more authentic when prepared

by a person from its country of origin?

Does the slogan, “When you ‘re here,

you’re family” sell more than food? 

Is this what a “typical” grandmother

looks like? Are all grandmothers sup-

posed to be good cooks ? What is the

significance of using a modern version

of a traditional Thanksgiving song?

The father is comforting his daughter.

Note the use of the word “okay.” Why

was this animated instead of real life?



Would using the singers, “The

Captain and Tennille” appeal to a spe-

cific age group? What is funny in this

ad? Is it okay to joke about mistakes?

Is this ad saying that gifts bring love, or

love brings gifts? Why is this woman

sneaking around to see the gift from

her husband before he gives it to her?      

This ad is making a comparison with

other ads for similar vehicles. It is

largely descriptive of th e product itself

and doesn’t say much about culture.

How does this ad try to create urgency

for its sale? Lots of products are being

shown very quickly with low prices.

To what values does this appeal?

Where are all the people in town?

Does the music create a mood? Is it

okay to drive like this? What’s the sig-

nificance of the girl?

What’s the difference between

“behold” and “be held?” Why did they

use a movie to promote fast food?

Why would people want these cups?

18

19

22

21

20

23

9



24

25

notes

10

Like the other Wendy’s commercial in

this set, actors in this ad use a coin toss to

make a decision. What does this say about

the importance of chance?

“Easy, breezy, beautiful Cover Girl,”

women work hard to look like this. Can

lipstick be “revolutionary”? How does a

singing pop star help to sell cosmetics?



student survey

11

what do you think?
1.  Did you find elements of American culture in the commercials? Yes     No

2.  Which commercial did you think had the most information about American 
culture? Why? ____________________________________
_____________________________________________

3.  Do you think this would be a good discussion aid in future ESL classes?
Yes  No

4.  Do you think you will pay more attention to the TV commercials now? 
Yes  No

5.  How much do you think watching TV helps you with English?

Very Much Some Neutral Not much Not at all
1 2 3 4 5

6.  How much do you think TV commercials could help you?

Very Much Some Neutral Not much Not at all
1 2 3 4 5

7.  If you mentioned a favorite American TV commercial on the first survey, 
can you describe how it relates to American culture? 
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________

8.  How important do you think the link is between language and
the culture of that language?

Very Much Some Neutral Not much Not at all
1 2 3 4 5

9.   Did you learn anything new about American culture? Yes     No

10.   Did other people in the class seem to like the lesson? Yes     No



teacher survey
1.  How much did the language learner benefit from this lesson? 

Very Much Some Neutral Not much Not at all
1 2 3 4 5

2.  How much did the visual cues enhance the auditory messages?
Very Much Some Neutral Not much Not at all

1 2 3 4 5

3.  Did the video bring up any new cultural discussion in your class?
Yes No

4.  How engaged did your students appear to be in the discussion?
Very Much Some Neutral Not much Not at all

1 2 3 4 5

5.  Did students appear to enjoy the exercise?
Very Much Some Neutral Not much Not at all

1 2 3 4 5

6.  Did your students mention or ask about other commercials they 
have seen outside the video?     Yes No

7.  Do you think you will use television commercials as a discussion 
starter in class in the future?     Yes No 

8.  Did the video support your ESL teaching efforts?
Very Much Some Neutral Not much Not at all

1 2 3 4 5

9.  What other type of discussion aids to you use in your classes?
_________________________________________

10.  Do you think the link between language and culture is important?
Very Much Some Neutral Not much Not at all

1 2 3 4 5

Do you have thoughts on using TV commercials to teach ESL, or any sug-

gestions for facilitating in-class discussion? ___________________

_____________________________________________

12
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introduction
The ability of a 30-second television commercial to tell a culturally
relevant story is one goal of advertisers. It’s how they connect with
their audiences. TV commercials, because of their length, must be
even easier to understand than regular programs. 

This could benefit you, as students of English as a second language,
because you can see the action and hear the language being spoken.
Since the “action” sometimes 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 learn from a 30-
second ad.  

The speaking in TV commercials includes emphasis, pronunciation,
and pauses common to American English. Also, commercials often
include idioms, word play, irony and double meanings. 

You are being invited to participate in this research project for the
doctoral dissertation of Clifford Bieberly, a student at Kansas State
University. You will be asked to watch a set of commercials and dis-
cuss their cultural content. As you watch and listen to the commer-
cials in this lesson, look for the following:

• Male/female interaction

• Age/generational relationships

• Power relationships (Who is in charge? How are they
treated? How do they treat others?)  

2



• Attitudes toward people who are different

• Are there people it is “okay” to make fun of?

• How do children relate to their parents or other adults?

• Is their an “ideal” family depicted in commercials?

• How are different races characterized? Do they interact
in these messages?

• How are teachers, clergy, athletes, bosses, women 
characterized?

3
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survey
Please tell us a little about yourself in this pre-lesson survey.

1.  What is your first language?       ____________________

2.  How long have you been in the United States?   __________

3.  What other type of discussion aids have you used in classes? 
(Circle all that apply)

Movies Television Magazines
Newspapers Books Other ______________ 

4.  How many hours of television do you watch each day?  _____

5.  Do you watch television with captions turned on? Yes No

6.  If you watch TV programs, do you usually pay attention to the 
commercials?         Yes No

7.  How much do you think watching TV helps you with English?

Very Much Some Neutral Not much Not at all
1 2 3 4 5

8.  How much do you think TV commercials could help you?

Very Much Some Neutral Not much Not at all
1 2 3 4 5

9.  Can you remember a favorite American TV commercial? 
(If so, what was it?) ___________________________

10.  How important do you think the link is between language and
the culture of that language?

Very Much Some Neutral Not much Not at all
1 2 3 4 5

5



commercials
As you view the TV commercials, use the spaces here to make some
notes for discussion with your class.

1

2

5

4

3

6



6

7

10

9

8

11
7



12

13

16

15

14

17

8



18

19

22

21

20

23

9



24

25

notes

10
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what do you think?
1.  Did you find elements of American culture in the commercials? Yes     No

2.  Which commercial did you think had the most information about American 
culture? Why? ____________________________________
_____________________________________________

3.  Do you think this would be a good discussion aid in future ESL classes?
Yes  No

4.  Do you think you will pay more attention to the TV commercials now? 
Yes  No

5.  How much do you think watching TV helps you with English?

Very Much Some Neutral Not much Not at all
1 2 3 4 5

6.  How much do you think TV commercials could help you?

Very Much Some Neutral Not much Not at all
1 2 3 4 5

7.  If you mentioned a favorite American TV commercial on the first survey, 
can you describe how it relates to American culture? 
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________

8.  How important do you think the link is between language and
the culture of that language?

Very Much Some Neutral Not much Not at all
1 2 3 4 5

9.   Did you learn anything new about American culture? Yes     No

10.   Did other people in the class seem to like the lesson? Yes     No



12

notes

Thank you
for participating, 

and good luck with 
your ESL program!




