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Abstract 

The aims of the present study were to explore how teachers in upper-secondary school choose 

and use literary texts and genres in their teaching of English as a foreign language (EFL), 

what their attitudes are towards the role of literature in reaching the learning objectives and 

what implications their textual choices have for  literature teaching in general. Six people 

participated in the study, three male and three female upper-secondary school teachers in 

Sweden with English as one of their main subjects. The data were collected through semi-

structured interviews with questions focusing on how the teachers use literary texts in order to 

teach English in the courses English 5, 6 and 7. The data were analysed using a grounded 

theory approach. The identified themes were teachers’ general attitudes to literature teaching, 

learning objectives taught implicitly through literature and teachers’ basis for literary choices. 

The main conclusions drawn from this study were that in most of these cases, factors such as 

relatability and degree of intelligible input overrode canonicity in EFL literature teaching.   
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1 Introduction 

Reading literature is not only inspiring for most people, it is also a useful language acquisition 

tool in EFL (Krashen “Acquiring Vocabulary & Spelling” 440). By encouraging students to 

become pleasure readers in particular, their vocabulary, spelling, grammar and writing skills 

can improve according to Krashen (“The Power of Reading” 8). However, other media, such 

as TV, film, music and social media have a large impact on modern students and reading 

literary texts does not seem to be a given form of pastime anymore. Teachers’ task of finding 

and choosing inspiring and suitable literary texts in the teaching of upper-secondary school 

students is therefore important for students’ engagement and learning. In my experience, 

upper-secondary English teachers in Sweden are traditionally inclined to introduce classic 

literary works in the English subject since it is a requirement to teach different literary works 

from various literary periods and authors (Syllabus “English 6” 1). Classic works are also 

taught because, as Law puts it:  

Studying classic literature from the Western canon (Shakespeare, Dickens, Orwell and so 

on) affords students of English the opportunity to understand, analyse and evaluate 

language quite different from their own. Structures, trends in punctuation and in the way 

we speak have evolved through the ages and being aware of these developments really 

helps us to understand better, language in its current context.  

While language analysis of classic and canonical literature can help L1 students to better 

understand and develop English as their native language, the level of difficulty in such literary 

works can, however, be challenging for EFL upper-secondary students. According to 

Parkinson & Reid Thomas, EFL students who read classic literature often find the language 

difficult, claiming it is “old-fashioned” (42). Another obstacle for these students may be that 

they cannot relate the content or the context of, for example, classic literary texts, to their own 

lives. The lack of relatability among students consequently requires teachers to “pre-teach” 

their students (4-5, 115) the history, religion and community of the time and life of classic 

authors. The pre-teaching might in turn be problematic for teachers due to time constraints. 

 The Swedish curriculum for upper-secondary school states that it is the school’s 

responsibility to ensure that students are able to “use non-fiction, fiction and other forms of 

culture as a source of knowledge, insight and pleasure,” (The Swedish National Agency for 

Education 8). This objective gives the teachers the freedom of personal choice when it comes 

to choosing reading material. Nordin & Eng discuss that many EFL students today consider 
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the literature being taught as “irrelevant, uninteresting and culturally unfamiliar”, causing a 

lack of motivation which then likely results in an inability for students to contribute or 

perform in the form of examination chosen (73). The task of choosing engaging and inspiring 

literary works to teach is therefore worth exploring, both because of literature’s large potential 

for students’ language acquisition in English as a foreign language and because of Swedish 

EFL teachers’ mentioned autonomy in choosing teaching materials. In accordance with 

Nordin & Eng, I too believe that a richer reading experience will develop students’ 

engagement (79) and consequently provide a deeper knowledge, both culturally and 

linguistically. 

 With these reflections in mind, I was motivated to conduct a study of how English teachers 

in upper-secondary school in Sweden use literature as a way of teaching English as a foreign 

language and investigate what implications there are to this. The conclusions that I was able 

to draw can hopefully aid in the organisation of literature teaching for myself and for future 

teachers of English. 

1.1 Aim 

The aim of this study was to investigate teachers’ attitudes towards the connection between 

literature teaching and the learning objectives in English in the upper-secondary school and 

the general implications of six English teachers’ literary choices on literature teaching in 

Sweden. 

1.2 Research questions 

• What are the six English teachers’ general attitudes to literature teaching in the 

English subject? 

• According to the teachers, how can literature potentially help them to teach towards 

learning objectives in the English subject in the Swedish upper-secondary school? 

• What texts do the six teachers use in their teaching of English and what do their 

choices indicate about the teaching of literature in the English subject? 

2 Background 

This section contains some aspects of what the Swedish regulatory documents express 

regarding teaching English in the upper-secondary school in connection to literature. Further, 
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an account of previous research in the field of teaching literature in EFL is presented. Lastly, 

some approaches to text selection in EFL teaching are portrayed. 

2.1 Why literature? 

The introduction material for the subject of English from the Swedish National Agency for 

Education declares that students are supposed to develop “all-round communicative skills” by 

“adapting their language to different situations, purposes and recipients” (1). For instance, this 

can be achieved by allowing students to experience different literary texts and genres. The 

curriculum (Lgy 111) states that students should be able to read different types of literature, 

namely fiction, non-fiction and other cultural media as a source of knowledge, self-awareness 

and delight (8). The syllabus for English 5 instructs that for the grade E, pupils should be able 

to understand content and details “in clearly expressed written English in various genres” and 

be able to express themselves through written communications of various genres (4). 

       The syllabus for English 6 both motivates and prescribes the teaching of literature 

through the statement: “the content should cover “themes, ideas, form … in literature; authors 

and literary periods” (1). In the content of “Reception,” teaching is advised to include: 

“…texts, including complex and formal texts, which relate, discuss, argue, report and provide 

descriptions …” (1), which implicitly suggests that diverse literary texts make suitable content 

for teaching. Teaching in English 6 should also include “contemporary and older literature, 

poetry, drama and songs” as well as “texts of different kinds and for different purposes, such 

as formal letters, popular science texts and reviews” (Syllabus “English 6” 1). It is also 

emphasized that teaching should include “how structure and context are built up and how 

attitudes, perspectives and style are expressed in … written language in various genres” (1). 

As can be seen from this, throughout the syllabi for the courses English 5, 6 and 7 it is 

stressed that students should be given the opportunity to take part of different types of texts 

and genres. 

2.2 Choosing what to read 

One challenge for teachers is to find and choose suitable literary texts to teach in EFL which 

will interest and motivate students to read. However, some students and teachers may even be 

hesitant to the value of teaching literature in EFL. According to Mason & Krashen, a number 

 

1 Lgy11 refers to the curriculum for the upper-secondary school, established in 2011. 
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of teachers often argue that the only students reaping the benefits of reading are those who are 

the “more successful and more motivated students” (91) and that reading is not helpful for 

students who lack grammatical knowledge and have not acquired sufficient vocabulary for 

their reading comprehension (91). In contrast, Krashen claims that “skipping [difficult] words 

when reading is an excellent way of building vocabulary”, as we “read more and acquire the 

meanings from other words” (“Acquiring Vocabulary and Spelling” 458). He further states 

that by looking up every unfamiliar word, “we read less and acquire less vocabulary” (458). 

Hence, “large quantities of “low risk” reading2 … will result in vocabulary growth and overall 

language competence that will make reading the classics easier” (“Acquiring Vocabulary and 

Spelling” 455). Similarly, Krashen also developed the input hypothesis, which assumes that 

students develop their linguistic abilities as they take part in and understand linguistic input 

that is just above their current level. The formula of i+1 has come to symbolize the core of the 

input hypothesis. The i represents the learner’s interlanguage and +1 is the next stage of 

language acquisition (“The Input Hypothesis” 2). Vocabulary and spelling are therefore “most 

efficiently attained” (440) according to Krashen by reading such, comprehensible, input. 

2.2.1 Comprehensible input 

Low risk reading and comprehensible input can for instance be related to youth fiction or 

children’s literature, which Ghosn argues to be useful literary genres in EFL. She claims that 

quality “children’s literature can contribute to language learning” for all students in that it 

“presents natural language at its finest” and can thus “foster vocabulary development in 

context” as well as “promoting academic literacy, thinking skills and function as a change 

agent: good literature deals with some aspects of the human condition, and can therefore 

contribute to the emotional development of the child, and foster positive interpersonal and 

intercultural attitudes.” (173).  

 Further, Chen argues that children’s literature in particular, contain “simple, vivid and 

concrete language”, while it provides different perspectives and “broaden [the readers’] 

understanding of the world” (232). It also usually contains an engaging and enjoyable story 

that can suit “second language learners of all ages” (232). The need for children's literature in 

EFL education is also emphasized by Ghosn since there is an insufficiency in only providing 

“communication courses as a preparation for the cognitive demands of the advanced academic 

 

2 Reading material in which “students are not held responsible for content: in that they can skip words without 

fear of missing anything that affects their grade” (455). 
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classes” (172). The author concurrently argues that literature in EFL teaching “provides a 

motivating, meaningful context for language learning, since children are naturally drawn to 

stories” and that “a syllabus with authentic children’s literature provides a motivating medium 

for language learning while fostering the development of the thinking skills that are needed 

for L2 academic literacy” (173). Likewise, according to Bland, literature for children has a 

huge cultural influence, and students who miss out on literature teaching also “miss out on the 

affirmative and self-esteem-promoting educational potential of children’s literature” (3). 

Thus, quality literature containing comprehensible input is an ideal tool for teachers to use 

with second language learners in English in the aim of language acquisition. 

 However, while the complexity of texts should certainly be adapted to students’ level of 

proficiency and the course level, there are differing perspectives on how and when to 

introduce the more difficult texts to students. Lima emphasizes that texts selected for EFL 

should “neither be too difficult that students cannot infer the meaning of particular lexical 

items nor too easy” where the challenge is absent (112). Parkinson & Reid Thomas agree with 

Lima in that learners can nevertheless be discouraged from reading literary works because of 

their remoteness3 and that it is “easy to forget how much is still outside their [young adult 

learners’] experience” (11). The authors however discuss that second language learners 

should study literature because “it is difficult” (10). The authors argue that to avoid having 

learners come to an “end-of-language” point, teachers are to challenge students by, for 

example, “asking difficult questions about Shakespeare” (10). Another reason for using 

literary texts in their original forms, for instance such as classic works, that Parkinson & Reid 

Thomas suggest, is because of authenticity (10). Classic literary works represent “genuine 

samples of a very wide range of styles, registers and text-types at many levels of difficulty” 

(10). The more complex literary texts seem like an efficient tool in developing second 

language skills (Krashen, cf. also 2.2), if “introduced gradually” (13), as recommended by 

Parkinson & Reid Thomas. 

2.2.2 Literary canon 

The literary canon can be defined as a collection of literary works that represents a common 

ground regarding literary quality, “lasting significance”, aesthetic values and embodiment of 

ideals of a particular society, written by renowned authors (Rybakova & Roccanti 32). A 

 

3  “Remoteness” refers to texts being “remote from learners historically, geographically, socially and in terms of 

life experience” (Parkinson & Reid Thomas 11) 
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relatively common literary canon in the western world exists, according to Bergsten & 

Elleström, while there are also many separate national literary canons (31). The literary texts 

in the common, western literary canon were “largely sanctioned by a few prominent literary 

critics from the 1930s” (32). The works in the western literary canon  are often argued to, 

according to Rosenblatt, “survive a winnowing process that guarantees them to be repositories 

of the accumulated wisdom of the race” and “the elements of “lasting truth” are intermingled 

with much that was special to the particular age in which it was written” (209). Despite the 

literary merit of the texts in the western canon, these have also been criticised for being 

characterized by difficult language, outdated universal truths and a lack of diversity 

(Parkinson & Reid Thomas 25). Themes and plots in canonical works may also pose problems 

regarding relatability for the modern student. Nevertheless, as mentioned, the syllabus for 

English prescribes the teaching of different literary works from various literary periods and 

authors (cf. also 2.1), suggesting that the canonical works should be included in an EFL 

upper-secondary course. However, according to Bean & Moni, students run the risk of being 

denied opportunities of critical thinking due to the ubiquity of ready-made literary analyses of 

canonical texts as well as the teacher-centred approach of instruction and interpretation which 

they claim is common (639). Instead, it was reported that students in high-performing 

literature classes were “encouraged to go beyond the basic learning experiences in 

challenging and enriching ways” (639), by teachers teaching young adult novels in particular, 

where critical thinking and analysis can be promoted through, for instance, dynamic 

comparison (648).  

2.2.3 Students’ preferences 

When selecting texts for EFL teaching, text selection may be done based on students’ 

preferences, interests and backgrounds, according to Lima (111). He suggests teaching texts 

that “engage affectively, challenge cognitively, promote language awareness and help learners 

to reflect critically about [and] respond imaginatively to the world where they live” (111). 

Lima further proposes that criteria for text selection could include a certain degree of choice 

for students, in that teachers offer students a shortlist of texts “based on what is available and 

on what we consider culturally and linguistically appropriate” (111). 

 According to Tseng, students’ perceptions and attitudes towards literature teaching and 

literary genres are generally not very explored but some empirical research from Taiwan 

shows that EFL students specifically favour genres such as “poems, short stories of children’s 

literature and simplified novels of young adult literature” (53). In another study from Hong 
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Kong, by Hirvela & Boyle, surveying which literary genres some EFL students on 

undergraduate level favoured and feared the most, it was found that “students generally enjoy 

‘prose fiction’4 the most and feared ‘poetry’ most” (180). According to Hirvela & Boyle, this 

type of research is valuable for teachers, since “by keeping students’ preferences and 

perceived difficulty of literature in mind, teachers can provide students with more suitable 

literary texts and more crucial or immediate help.” (181). According to Tseng however, the 

students’ choices of these particular genres are interpreted to reflect the “instructional 

usefulness” of genres rather than, as he discusses, “their appreciation of literature for 

literature’s own sake” (53). The fact that students make their choices for this reason can in 

turn be seen as somewhat problematic if teachers aim to introduce students to the concept of 

FVR (Free Voluntary Reading).  

 While factors in literary text selection such as students’ preferences have proved successful 

for language acquisition among second language learners (Chen 233; Mason & Krashen 101), 

texts should preferably also “draw upon the students’ background knowledge” (Chen 233). 

Therefore, the reading level of a reader would be raised when related to the reader’s interests 

(234) as also discussed by Rosenblatt (25) and Bean & Moni (641). In order to increase 

motivation and in turn acquisition, it would therefore be deemed an essential goal for EFL 

teachers to match suitable texts with student readers’ interests and backgrounds. Chen 

suggests that teachers “use stories that EFL learners already know in their native language” to 

be able to use their background knowledge to assist their comprehension of English (234). In 

addition, Tseng acknowledges that EFL teachers’ text selection in literature teaching “should 

involve both the students and the text itself” (53) which is supported by Bibby (8). The former 

also argues that the literary texts selected “should cater for the students’ tastes, interests and 

hobbies and should also take into consideration their linguistic proficiency, cultural 

background, and literary background (53). He further reasons that teachers’ considerations of 

the literary texts should involve “length, themes, genres, classic status, availability of the 

printed text, etc” (53) in order to determine their suitability for specific students better. Lima 

argues that teachers should “create opportunities in the classroom where learners can engage 

with texts in a critical, open-minded and creative way in order to realise that interpretation 

and meaning are not fixed givens” (111), which implies that the meaning of texts is created by 

the reader. 

 

4 ‘Prose fiction’ refers to novels and short stories here. 
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2.3 Experiencing literature 

Compared to many other subjects, the process of learning how to read and write in second 

language education is not simply a matter of taking in and storing information. Generally, 

reading involves the reader, the text and the interaction between the two (Aebersold & Field 

5), which can be seen as a transaction. 

 According to Rosenblatt’s theory of transaction, a text is only “spots of ink on a piece of 

paper” until a reader transforms the text into meaningful information and symbols (24). The 

reader’s interests and experiences infuse the text with meaning “intellectually and 

emotionally” through a transaction between the two (26). Rosenblatt further argues that the 

reader and the text are influenced by each other depending on what contributions they bring. 

The reader’s former experiences bring different expectations when reading a text (25). When 

children first start to read, signs on a page “become linked to certain sounds in the ear” and 

only when these are joined to the idea that the word represents, the connection is automatic 

(25). Humans must thus make the linkage between “sets of signs and sounds” in order to form 

a language, which suggests that the process of language is “socially evolved” (ibid). This 

learning process is also reflected on students’ capacity for learning in a foreign language, also 

on the higher levels. Teachers must therefore consider students of different backgrounds as 

these will inevitably “draw on past experiences of life and language to elicit meaning from 

printed words” (25). Rosenblatt stresses the importance of only introducing students to 

literature for which they “possess the intellectual, emotional, and experimental equipment” 

(25). Moreover, the teaching of literature can improve students’ “capacity to evoke meaning 

from the texts” by leading students towards careful, self-critical reflection through the reading 

process (26). As can be seen from this, to “foster fruitful interactions, or, more precisely, 

transactions between individual readers and individual literary texts” (26) is one of the most 

important tasks for an EFL teacher.  

2.4 Teaching literature 

Literature teaching in upper-secondary school involves both the development of advanced 

literacy and an analytical ability. Because of the diversity of texts available, a learner’s 

capacity to read different texts of various types, purposes and contexts must be trained to be 
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flexible. The OECD5, which regularly measures 15-year-olds’ literacy proficiency, defines 

reading literacy as: 

the ability to understand, use and reflect on written texts in order to achieve one’s goals, to 

develop one’s knowledge and potential, and to participate effectively in society (12) 

This is further reflected in the steering documents, where reading progression is manifested 

through the increasing complexity of taught texts (Lundahl 228). Increasing text complicity, 

in combination with the flexibility expected from the learner, thus requires literary 

competence. According to Krashen (“The Power of Reading”), many students are illiterate, or 

not sufficiently literate and should therefore be encouraged by teachers to go beyond basic 

literacy by engaging in free voluntary reading (FVR) (9). FVR means reading on one’s own 

initiative, without demands of producing output, having to do “questions at the end of the 

chapter” or “looking up every vocabulary word” (9). According to Krashen, FVR is also an 

essential part of students’ development in EFL as it is a habit of “highly literate people” (9). 

Although FVR may be seen as beyond the scope of teachers’ EFL teaching, its importance is 

nevertheless emphasized by Krashen as a deciding factor in students’ language acquisition in 

EFL (10). Therefore, it would be deemed imperative to stimulate EFL upper-secondary 

students’ FVR by introducing them to suitable and motivating literary texts that they would 

want to read.   

3 Methods 

To investigate how teachers use literary texts in their teaching of English, I have chosen the 

research approach of an interview study. The selection of participants, the data collection and 

procedure, the ethical aspects of the study and the process of the data analysis are described 

below.  

3.1 Participants 

Six teachers of English from three different upper-secondary schools in a medium sized city 

in the middle of Sweden were interviewed. The six teachers (Teacher 1-6) had varying 

teaching experience in English, see table 1. Initially, three groups of teachers were asked to 

 

5 The Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) 
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participate in the interview and all of the teachers who agreed from those groups were chosen 

to participate. The teachers will be referred to by the acronym “T” and the number in which 

order their interviews were held (i.e. T1 for the first teacher to be interviewed). Five of the 

teachers (T1, T3, T4, T5, T6) teach English at theoretical study programmes and one teaches 

English at a vocational study programme (T2). The choice of participants was based both on 

the availability of teachers in the city centre schools, on informants’ willingness to speak 

about literature in EFL teaching and at the same time, their difference in age, gender and 

experience permitted a broader perspective.  

 

  Table 1. Description of participants’ attributes.  

Teacher Gender Age 
Years of 

experience 

1 M 44 11 

2 M 32 4 

3 F 40 15 

4 F 39 12 

5 M 36 10 

6 F 35 6 

               

3.2 Data collection & Procedure 

Data were collected through individual, semi-structured interviews conducted at the 

participants’ respective workplaces, at three different upper-secondary schools. This 

procedure was chosen for its potential to generate honest responses while offering both 

structure and flexibility as needed (Denscombe, 269; Smith, 55). The questions in a semi-

structured interview may also be changed “from one interview to the next as a result of the 

information being shared in previous interviews” (269), which could be significant when 

following up different findings. The topics that the interviews focused on were literary text 

titles, the teaching of literary genres, learning objectives and learner adaptation. The complete 

interview guide can be found in Appendix 1. 

 The individual interviews took place in undisturbed group rooms at the informants’ 

respective schools and lasted about 30 minutes per informant. The informants were recorded 
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through the voice memo app on my mobile phone. I took field notes on my laptop during the 

interviews to supplement the recordings. The notetaking was also a strategy I used in order to 

try to not stress the informants by immediately asking another question so as to avoid silent 

pauses, which was suggested in Denscombe (279); this thus permitted them to elaborate when 

needed. 

3.3 Ethical aspects 

In accordance with the ethical guidelines laid down in the Swedish Research Council 

(Vetenskapsrådet) and in Denscombe (438), participants were briefed on the aims and the 

general nature of the investigation and “the participants’ role in the project as well as the 

conditions for their participation” (Vetenskapsrådet 7). They were also informed of where the 

data would be stored and insured that “the data collected were not to be used for other 

purposes than research” (Vetenskapsrådet 7). Participants were further informed that their 

participation was voluntary and that they could withdraw from the study within two weeks of 

the interview without giving reasons and without consequences of any kind. Participants were 

informed that anonymised extracts from the interviews would be quoted in the final report and 

published on diva-portal.org and presented in my ventilation seminar with fellow teachers and 

students at Mälardalen University. They were also invited to ask questions at any time and 

were informed of how they could contact me. The information was distributed to the 

participants both verbally and through a consent form (cf. also Appendix 2) that they were 

asked to sign if they agreed to participate, which they all did before the interviews. The 

consent form included my contact details and institutional affiliation (Vetenskapsrådet 7).  

3.4 Data analysis 

The interviews were transcribed from the audio-recordings; words and phrases were assigned 

codes in order to describe the content. These codes were then thematically analysed using a 

grounded theory approach (Charmaz 81). Grounded methods “emphasize building inductive 

theories through data analysis” (82). “Theoretical categories are directly grounded in the 

data”, which means that by studying the material without any preconceived notions about 

possible findings, the data can then be sorted into groups or themes that suggest themselves 

(Denscombe 153). Resulting themes were then analysed in order to answer the research 

questions and to be compared to previous research. For the sake of accessibility, the 

participants’ quotes have been grammatically corrected where appropriate.  

http://www.diva-portal.org/
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4 Results & Discussion 

The analytic process identified three broader themes, which are teachers’ general attitudes to 

literature teaching, teaching towards learning objectives implicitly through literature and 

textual choices including choice based on canonical status, choice based on the historical 

content of texts, choice based on relatability and interests and choice based on conciseness of 

texts. The themes are presented and discussed in relation to previous research in each sub-

section. 

4.1 Teachers’ general attitudes to literature teaching 

Below, a number of sub-themes are presented in relation to the larger theme of Teachers’ 

general attitudes to literature teaching. The identified sub-themes are urging students to 

become readers, increasing students’ reading competence in English and increasing students’ 

common knowledge. 

4.1.1 Urging students to become readers 

The teachers often mentioned that the goal of teaching literature is to urge students to become 

readers. Some teachers reported that very few students actively read outside of school. T1 

discussed how literature teaching in EFL can be particularly good and make a difference for 

students who have never read a novel in English: “… the best thing is if you can inspire 

people who normally don’t read novels to start reading novels, for fun too. And then the 

language benefits are just a bonus”. T4 spoke about how teaching poetry can have a positive 

impact on students who do not normally read: “it can be an entrance door for unaccustomed 

readers”. Which is interesting when compared to Hirvela & Boyle’s study, where it was found 

that poetry is the genre that students fear the most (cf. also 2.2.3). However, T4’s observation 

agrees with Tseng’s findings, which showed students’ favourable attitudes towards poems 

among other genres. As both of the mentioned studies were conducted in Asia, the conflicting 

findings suggest that students’ preferences clearly tend to differ in many instances. 

 T3 said that reading in class is beneficial for fostering ‘readers’: “it might enhance the 

chances of those students reading at home as well”. When students are urged to read in their 

spare time, they would probably choose reading material that is “at their level” and would 

therefore be able to increase both their vocabulary and spelling. Increasing vocabulary and 

spelling by reading comprehensible input extensively is something that Krashen pointed out is 

possible (“Acquiring Vocabulary & Spelling” 455) (“The Power of Reading” 9). 
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4.1.2 Increasing students’ reading competence in English 

The reading competence in English is low (T4), consequently an improved reading 

competence is one goal for the informants. T2, for example, said: “the reading comprehension 

level is lower than it has been previously”. T2 also mentioned: “it [the level of reading 

comprehension among students] has been in decline for quite a while”. T3: “many students 

today struggle with reading; I meet several students who are surprised that their reading skills 

are so poor”. Additionally, T6 said: “there’s a lack of time for the teachers to actually sit with 

students who aren’t at the same level as their peers”. T1 said: “if you go way back to when 

they were little, if they didn’t get much language at home, if they haven’t been read to by 

parents, then that affects their vocabulary and they fall behind because of that”. T4 connected 

the lack of reading competence with spare time reading habits: “if students don’t read in their 

spare time, that’s a factor for a lack of reading comprehension, because reading in school is 

not enough, especially if you find it difficult”. The goal of increasing students’ reading 

competence was also mentioned by T5: “Reading different genres should … increase their 

[students’] overall proficiency as readers”. T2 also said: “[one goal with teaching literature is] 

to increase their command of the English language. Yes, just to make them better in English”. 

T1 mentioned that his goals with teaching literature is: “to have them develop their reading 

skills and their fluency”. 

 Due to the importance of teaching reading comprehension and the lack of reading 

competence among students, some teachers had developed reading strategies to use with their 

students. T3 said: “I work with a lot of reading strategies and … reading roles”. T4 discussed 

how certain literature can help some students’ literary competence in a somewhat more 

advanced way: “if I want them to become readers at a different, more emotional and 

metaphorical level then I know that non-fiction won’t help, so I tend to choose fiction 

instead”. T2 said that reading is initially best done in class in order to apply reading strategies: 

the not-so-frequent readers don’t have the grit to read on their own, they need to be forced 

to read during class and having the opportunity to ask me for guidance to then continue on 

their own. 

As previously said, the lack of literacy is usually not the issue in upper-secondary school but 

rather the advancement of reading competence (cf. also 2.4). To further develop said 

competence, teachers can, as the informants do, focus on reading strategies as well as teaching 

novels and short stories. In the aim of developing linguistic skills, these literary forms were 

also considered most effective according to Tseng (56).  
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4.1.3 Increasing students’ common knowledge 

Many teachers stated that literature can increase their students’ common knowledge and 

spoke of its importance for students in upper-secondary school (T1, T6). Based on the 

informants’ answers, common knowledge seems to refer to knowledge that everyone knows, 

perhaps particularly in a community. Additionally, T2 spoke about how students in the ages 

16-18 are likely more mature and open to increasing their common knowledge via 

information found in literature, which they might not come across otherwise. T3 implied that 

common knowledge is part of her literature teaching: “One goal is to understand the world 

better”. T5 also spoke about how his goals for teaching literature comes down to common 

knowledge: 

it’s to widen their horizons and introduce them to common knowledge, things that they are 

expected to know. A lot of books make references to things that are common knowledge. 

By reading more you will get a broader portfolio of that. 

T4 spoke about how the goals with her literature teaching comes down to introducing students 

to some references that they ought to know: 

Just knowing that from that day on, they can no longer say they’ve never heard about 

Edgar Allen Poe, for example, makes my day. The goal is not larger than that but making 

them acquainted with a new reference name so to speak. 

Krashen also discusses how especially fluent readers “generate hypotheses about the text they 

are about to read, based on what they have read already, their knowledge of the world, and 

their knowledge of language” (“The Power of Language” 118). Common knowledge, cultural 

and literary references thus seem important for learners to acquire in order to improve reading 

comprehension. Increased reading comprehension can, at the same time, be important in order 

to increase students’ common knowledge and knowledge of cultural references. 

4.2 Teaching towards learning objectives implicitly through literature 

One of the themes of the data was the teachers’ idea that literature helped them teach towards 

different learning objectives: cultural aspects of the English language, vocabulary knowledge 

and production of output. The interviewed teachers were aware of how specific learning 

objectives were covered, yet implicitly taught, in their teaching of literature.  
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4.2.1 Cultural aspects of the English language 

Several of the interviewed teachers mentioned the requirement of teaching cultural aspects of 

the English language with literature. The learning objective of cultural experiences is 

mentioned in the curriculum for upper-secondary school. The curriculum, for instance, states 

that it is the responsibility of the school that all students “can obtain stimulation from cultural 

experiences and develop a feeling for aesthetic values” (The Swedish National Agency for 

Education, 8). The core content of the syllabus for English 5 also states that teaching in the 

course should cover: “. . . living conditions, attitudes, values and traditions, as well as social, 

political and cultural conditions in different contexts and parts of the world where English is 

used” (The Swedish National Agency for Education 3). T3 includes cultural aspects in her 

teaching of literature by increasing students’ understanding for people of other cultures by 

reading various texts: 

it’s [reading literary texts] a way to understand people better because it’s about taking part 

of other people’s stories, whether they’re real or made up and reading about different 

people, different thoughts and so on. 

T5 similarly works towards this objective by providing the students with a wealth of texts to 

read and specifically, canonical works: “by reading classics with students, I think they have 

the opportunity to experience culture and aesthetics”. T6 uses texts representing different 

cultures through textbooks that “bring up texts from different countries and cultures”. T2 also 

uses textbooks in his teaching because in his view, EFL textbooks usually have a good 

amount of texts dealing with various cultural aspects: “They [textbooks] usually take up 

cultural aspects and different societal problems. So, culture is inevitably a part of the teaching 

with textbooks”. Likewise, T5 highlighted the importance of introducing students in the 

vocational study programmes to different kinds of cultural experiences: “I consider it 

important for them to have come into contact with different kinds of cultural experiences”. T4 

uses a book called King Solomon’s Mines with the teaching of cultural aspects of the English 

language: 

. . . here, you can discuss the supposed superiority of some cultures over others as they see 

it. …you can discuss xenophobia … racism … prejudice and different cultural visions of 

things. 

She also spoke about how its characters provide an important discussion point related to 

cultural diversity and why it is important in today’s society: “They [the characters] are 

relevant to contrast with present expressions of racism and of the manifestations of 
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xenophobia, which usually opens doors to interesting discussions”. T5 also stated that when 

working with cultural issues he often teaches Lessing’s The Grass is Singing and Steinbeck’s 

Of Mice and Men in comparison since they both deal with class and gender.  

4.2.2 Vocabulary knowledge 

The interviewed teachers mentioned increased vocabulary as an important aspect for students 

to develop from the teaching of literature in English. The introduction to the English subject, 

laid down by The National Agency for Education in Sweden, does not specify the learning 

objective of vocabulary explicitly, but states that students are supposed to develop their 

language “… so that they have the ability, desire and confidence to use English in different 

situations and for different purposes” (1) and to “… be given the opportunity to develop 

correctness in their use of language in speech and writing …” (1), which on the whole can 

refer to the correct use of vocabulary. This is something that T1 said that he has in mind when 

teaching literature: “one of my goals with teaching literature is to develop their vocabularies”. 

T2 agrees: “. . . one goal with the reading is to increase vocabulary”. T3 stated that the 

language and linguistic structures can be analysed with students when working with texts 

from a specific time era, she added: “working with any text, you always have the goals of 

them [the students] developing their vocabulary”. 

 Regarding reaching the learning objectives, T2 said: “By reading they [the students] 

expand … their vocabulary and their grasp of grammar. And these are the building blocks of 

the language”. T1 discussed the benefits of vocabulary knowledge by asking students to “read 

extensively, both at home and in school”: 

that's a way to get them to get a more significant improvement in their vocabulary than 

they do if they don’t really engage in English a lot outside of school or if they don’t do a 

lot of reading outside of school. 

According to T4, vocabulary is specifically an aspect of literature teaching that students find 

difficult. She usually “reads literary texts together with the students, listen to the audiobooks” 

and: “make some activities with the more challenging vocabulary in it because that’s what 

they will react the most to”. Mason & Krashen similarly found in their study (440) that one of 

the benefits of reading is the possible increase in vocabulary knowledge. 

4.2.3 Reading to be able to produce output 

A number of teachers indicated that their goals with literature teaching essentially comes 

down to output, in forms such as pronunciation or writing. Output is also a central part of the 
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syllabi in all of the three upper-secondary courses in English. For instance, The Swedish 

National Agency for Education states that teaching in the course English 6 should cover: “the 

processing of language and structure in their [students’] own and others’ … written 

communications . . . Adaptation to genre, situation and purpose” (8). Parkinson & Reid 

Thomas also argue that “learners should not merely analyse texts but should use them as a 

starting point for creative activities … this may entail, for example, writing …” (6). The 

connection between the teaching of literature and writing was pointed out by T6: “I especially 

focus on non-fiction in my courses, since the students are mainly supposed to produce non-

fiction texts themselves”. T1 also said to focus on writing: “Often, we will have more focus 

on writing after the reading, with a written book analysis”. T3 identified how the variety of 

oral and written text work can benefit students: 

some students love writing, some love discussing, some love analysing or debating, and I 

think you should do all of it because then they will develop both what they’re good at 

already and also maybe things they struggle with more 

T4 explained how she works with embedded pronunciation by reading aloud in class within 

the course work around the book King Solomon’s Mines: “… students will encounter many 

words that they don’t know how to pronounce. Reading aloud is more interactive for them, 

they’re more committed to it”. On the one hand, students who are prompted to read aloud in 

class might be more committed to pronouncing words correctly because of all the attention 

focused on them. On the other hand, however, many students probably frown upon reading 

aloud because of the potential risk of mispronouncing words in front of fellow students. 

Nonetheless, learning about pronunciation is a very valuable focal point in EFL teaching and 

reading literature aloud provides a suitable opportunity for learning. In her article, Chen 

argues how shared reading in literature teaching “helps with learning pronunciation and 

phrasing … the technique is helpful even for advanced students” because of the pronunciation 

support that shared reading offers (234). Chen explains the concept of “shared reading” as 

when two or more people are sharing the reading of a text, in a read aloud for example (234). 

Whilst shared reading might not be that common in Sweden, collective reading aloud, 

involving the whole class, probably is. However, Parkinson & Reid Thomas argue that 

collective reading aloud in the classroom is not representative of how language is used 

naturally and is therefore not necessarily beneficial for language acquisition (27). They note, 

however, the educational usefulness of teachers’ reading aloud for students in class or using 

audio-recordings of other competent speakers (28). 
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 The focus on oral production in relation to reading texts was prevalent through the 

interviews, in English 7, for instance. There, T4 focuses a unit on journalism and literature 

and lets students read feature stories and then produce output: “I ask them to write their own 

feature story so that they both receive and produce a new genre.” T2 stated that styles of 

writing provide students with references on how to develop their language in a more “vivid, 

colourful and imaginative” way:  

By introducing various styles of text to my students I actually also help them become more 

proficient in varying their language and that hopefully also introduces them to ways of 

creating language, not only consuming it. 

T2’s approach supports teaching towards learning objectives implicitly which is in line with 

Tseng, who argues that “as long as EFL students get immersed in their preferred literature … 

the potential linguistic, personal and cultural benefits of literature teaching are likely to 

ensue” (54). Which, essentially, is what T2 is doing with his literature teaching. 

 T3 stated that writing usually follows literature teaching: “… when you’re working with 

literature you do things like producing, analysing, expressing, writing, creating and 

developing different language skills”. 

 Krashen (“Acquiring Vocabulary & Spelling”) supports this approach with the “Output 

Hypothesis”, according to which “we learn language by producing it” (441). In her report 

“Teaching English as a Foreign Language through Literature”, Chen discusses how the 

teaching of different literary texts can be used to introduce students to structure and 

adaptation to genre, situation and purpose (233), which also is crucial as a preparation for 

producing output. 

4.3 Textual choices 

In this section I will show how informants reasoned around the selection of texts for teaching 

literature. The identified textual choices the teachers tend to make were based on texts’ 

canonical status, historical content, relatability and interests, and, conciseness. The textual 

choices are additionally summarised in table 2, Appendix 3. 

4.3.1 Choice based on canonical status 

Most of the teachers mentioned using either canonical works of fiction, and/or modern 

canonical works.  Canonical works can be described as literary works portraying universal, 

current topics and speak to people of all ages. Rosenblatt further mentions the works of 
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Shakespeare, Milton, Goethe and Austen as examples of “true classics” (209). The definition 

of modern canonical works could be modern titles that have achieved canonical status. T1, an 

American himself, teaches The Catcher in the Rye by J.D. Salinger and Of Mice and Men by 

Steinbeck. He stated that he prefers teaching The Catcher in the Rye, which he describes as “a 

modern classic suitable for teenagers” because “it’s a canonical work and the most commonly 

read book in high schools in the US”.   

 Two of the teachers teach the novel To Kill a Mockingbird by Lee (T2, T3). T3 also 

sometimes uses The Black Cat and The Tell-tale Heart by Poe as well as The Great Gatsby by 

Fitzgerald with her English 6 students. T4 uses Animal farm and 1984 by Orwell, which she 

motivated by stating their usefulness for class discussions around social problems, which, 

according to her, is possible since students “have talked about dystopias in Swedish and they 

know a bit about political ideology from their history and social science lessons”. T4 said to 

use canonical works adapted to the specializations of the students’ study programmes. For 

instance, she uses “detective stories” with students who have jurisdiction as their focus: “for 

that I usually pick Agatha Christie’s stories, for example Murder on the Orient Express. It’s a 

classic but it’s good that they know the classics”. 

 T5 claimed that he tends to leave the canonical works for English 6, where he usually 

introduces Shakespeare, for instance, and: “. . . Animal Farm, The Grass is Singing and Of 

Mice and Men are canonical. As these texts require more of the reader, I usually save them for 

the higher classes”. The choice of leaving canonical works and modern classics for English 6 

and 7 is supported by the syllabi. The syllabus for English 6 especially emphasizes the 

teaching of “themes, ideas, form and content in film and literature; authors and literary 

periods” as well as “contemporary and older literature, poetry, drama and songs” (The 

Swedish National Agency for Education “Syllabus English 6” 1). Rosenblatt discusses how 

the complex language found in canonical works may be better left for more mature students: 

“many of the great classics have elements of vivid action, strong emotion, and, suspense that 

may provide an incentive for the more mature or the more secure student …” and “too often, 

however, the classics are introduced to children at an age when it is impossible for them to 

feel in any personal way the problems or conflicts treated” (206). Rosenblatt might refer to 

16-17-year-olds when mentioning “children” and perhaps undergraduate students, by “mature 

students”. Reading slightly more advanced and authentic literature in the higher classes or 

even to delay the reading of them until university is however crucial for learners’ linguistic 

progression, according to Parkinson & Reid Thomas (10). They maintain that teaching more 
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complex literature, such as the canonical literary works and especially Shakespeare, where 

“genuine samples of a very wide range of styles, registers and text types at many levels of 

difficulty” helps to contribute to the development of EFL students’ language development 

(10). This demonstrates that the advancement of teachers’ literary choices in the higher 

classes should be influenced by students’ level of maturity. If students first get properly 

acquainted with the higher level of the language in EFL in upper-secondary school, for 

instance, they can then mature into reading canonical works at a later age. 

 Regarding text selection, the teachers seem to value both canonical works, modern classics 

and young adult fiction as important genres to teach. All of the teachers mention teaching 

literary texts, which they classify as canonical, in one or more courses.  

 The textual choices that the teachers made show an unequal distribution between 

male/female writers. As can be seen from Table 2, Appendix 3, 27 unique titles were 

mentioned, some of which were chosen multiple times, resulting in a total of 41 choices. 22 

titles were authored by men and 5 by women. Out of the 12 supposedly canonical works that 

the teachers chose, 11 are written by male authors. This shows an unequal distribution 

between male/female authors but the overall, notable difference lays in the frequency of the 

teachers’ textual choice of a male author, which is 36 times, compared to the 5 times when the 

teachers choose a female author.  

 The teachers’ dominating choice of canonical texts authored by Caucasian males from the 

early twentieth century Britain and America indicates a lack of diversity in the teaching. This 

type of imbalance can be related to the previously mentioned criticism of the western canon 

(cf. also 2.2.2). According to Parkinson & Reid Thomas, these literary choices “reflect the 

values of the dominant, nationalist (and implicitly imperialist) ideology of the beginning of 

the twentieth century, almost entirely male oriented” (25). The canon has also been argued to 

be “elitist and unrepresentative of the work and experience of subordinated and minority 

groups and of popular culture” (Parkinson & Reid Thomas 25) by many post-colonialists, 

feminist writers and critics. 

4.3.2 Choice based on the historical content of texts 

Historical content can, according to some teachers, be an asset and an opportunity to discuss 

history in English. In other cases, some teachers recognize students’ lack of references as a 

limitation to teaching literature with historical content. According to T5, it is important to 

prepare the students beforehand by talking about topics related to the novel, and for more 
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advanced texts a teacher should “provide students with pre-knowledge about the issues, 

themes and motives”. T2, who teaches English at a vocational study programme, concluded 

that both To Kill a Mockingbird and Animal Farm proved too difficult for his students, 

“despite being quite short books” as he reasoned, because: 

It [Animal Farm] made some demands about their general knowledge and was difficult to 

get through due to the fact that some of them had issues with history … 

The above implies that the content in both canonical works was too difficult for T2’s students 

and the length of the text did not serve as intended, to simplify reading, suggesting that 

teachers should carefully make their literary choices based on content to suit their specific 

students’ abilities. In addition, T2 said that in order to accommodate students, he now makes 

sure that everyone “knows enough to get into the book”:  

Everyone should have the premise or the required knowledge before going into the text or 

the book. I try at least introducing them, to give some context to it and I hope that is 

something that is useful for all types of learners. 

T5 agreed with the need to prepare students beforehand by talking about topics related to the 

novel and for more advanced texts: “give them pre-knowledge about the issues, themes and 

motives”. 

 The reoccurring focus by the participants on the need for a historical context when reading 

canonical works demonstrates that many teachers are concerned about helping students to 

understand literary texts dealing with historical references. As said, while some teachers 

simply accept that literary works with many historical references are not suitable to teach, 

other teachers view those literary works as opportunities for students to learn about the 

historical context. Furthermore, T2 mentioned the general need for pre-teaching before using 

historical fiction with Swedish upper-secondary school students. He commented on teaching 

To Kill a Mockingbird: 

I think it is a very good period piece for that time during American history, I understand 

why it has been part of the American curriculum for so long. But it requires a lot more 

work to be used in Swedish schools because they [the students] do not have the history 

with them for free. 

He makes a point of emphasizing the initial work that teachers have to do in order for students 

to understand the references made in the literary works. He says that “students need a lot more 

‘prep-work’ to get into it and some of them are unfamiliar with the historical style of the book 
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since they are more used to reading fictional books, not necessarily as rooted in true events”. 

(T2) 

 Lack of pre-existing knowledge of historical content, literary references, context and 

events in literary texts can be discouraging for student readers, which is also something that 

Parkinson & Reid Thomas discuss: “readers do not feel comfortable with a text, perhaps do 

not even understand it, until they have a framework into which it can be fitted” and “the 

problems are typically greater in a foreign language, and with a text that is culturally remote 

from the reader” (4). According to the authors, the traditional view of pre-teaching includes 

giving information about topics from the novel, “other texts by the same writer, the writer’s 

life, the historical and cultural background and … guidance on how the reader is supposed to 

judge the text” (5). However, the authors report that pre-teaching sometimes is deemed 

problematic when “too much information is given in advance”, making the reading experience 

for students “inauthentic and inhibits the development of the skill of reading, which includes 

the developing of ways to cope with unknown language” (5). Too much information given in 

advance, however, does not seem to be a problem according to the interviewed teachers, 

where the students need pre-teaching.  

4.3.3 Choice based on relatability and interests 

The teachers’ use of texts that somehow relate to their students, themselves or to their own or 

their students’ interests is prevalent through the interviews. The Swedish National Agency for 

Education’s introduction and aims for English6 also states that “in teaching, students should 

meet written English of different kinds and relate the content to their own experiences and 

knowledge” (1). T3 said:  

You should choose texts that you love yourself because if you do, that shows, and it’s then 

easier for the students to find it interesting since they see that somebody else finds the texts 

interesting and worth reading. 

 T1 spoke about the importance of not forcing students to read “Macbeth or something ‘just 

because’. Especially not, if you as a teacher, don’t have an interest in Shakespeare either”. He 

further said that he worries a lot about wanting his students to like English and said that “I 

know that they [the students] won’t read if they don’t like a book”. Likewise, Bibby argues 

for teachers to choose literary texts that they like themselves since “your enthusiasm will 
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communicate itself to students” (9). The effect of influence on motivation was also noticed by 

T6, but between the students: 

If a student will say that they have watched both the film based on a book that we’re 

focusing on and read the book, they’ll usually also say that the book is better than the film 

because of the many details that the film excludes. 

What T6 mentioned can thus serve as an inspiration for other students to read and discover 

how books often contain a richer content than the films. When students make such “peer 

recommendations”, other students can possibly relate better because of similar interests, 

something which Chen also discussed as an important motivator for students (234). 

    In the instance of relatability, young adult novels or teen fiction seem particularly popular 

as text choices (Bean & Moni 648). Young adult novels are possibly a well-liked choice of 

genre because of the many reoccurring topics in such novels that students can relate to, also 

discussed by Bibby (8). T5, for example, said that young adult novels often are more suitable 

to use than canonical works, “at least in English 5” and claims to often teach The Hunger 

Games by Collins, Uglies by Westerfeld and Winter’s Bone by Woodrell. He discussed Uglies 

and The Hunger Games as part of the dystopian genre which he believes is particularly 

suitable with English 5 students. T5 said that “while Winter’s bone is more squarely rooted in 

contemporary events, it probably still deals with issues that many teenagers face today”, with 

“interrelated themes of close and distant family ties, the power and speed of gossip, self-

sufficiency and poverty”. T5 believes that these are important topics for some teenagers: 

“They deal with numerous topics that many students can relate to”.  

 The reason why T5 thinks the dystopian genre is suitable for English 5 students perhaps 

has to do with the wealth of topics that can be discussed with dystopian novels, topics that 

upper-secondary students often seem to be intrigued by. Dystopian novels might represent a 

kind of fantasy of the future that can both invoke interest and fear in students, as well as 

dealing with “things that matter” according to Bibby (9) and Bean & Moni (641), which in 

turn can raise engagement and awareness, perhaps by relating to environmental issues and 

climate change affecting students’ own future.  

 T2 claimed to attract students’ interests by creating a shortlist of titles from the genre 

young adult novels, recommended by other teachers for students to choose from: “they’ve 

been allowed to choose freely although we have steered them towards young adult books. 

Many of them read Holes, Stone Cold or Big Mouth Ugly Girl”. He stated that the strategy of 

choosing titles based on students’ interests is positive: “I must say that it does help if you 
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provide titles in a certain style of story, genre or topic that they [the students] can relate to, 

either because of interest or from previous experience”. T2’s way of presenting students with 

titles to choose from that other students have liked in the past, or based on their 

relatability/previous experience or based on what other teachers have recommended seems 

particularly efficient since the relatability of the young adult novels will probably catch their 

interests and the risk of having students “giving up” because they cannot relate is therefore 

minimal. Relatability in texts is also mentioned by Bean & Moni 647; Tseng 53; Rosenblatt 

25; Chen 234 as a factor that increases reading comprehension.  

4.3.4 Choice based on conciseness of texts 

The use of texts excerpted from genres such as classics (including modern classics) and young 

adult novels is common among the interviewed teachers for various reasons. Some argue that 

their brief nature is positive due to the time constraints put upon teaching hours or because 

they might appear less challenging for some students to get through. Some teachers agree that 

whole novels are too difficult a task for the students to get through in English 5, and T4 said 

that she does not often let her students read the whole novels at all, since “it is too advanced 

even for English 6-students”. T3 said that she also mostly teaches short excerpts: “We often 

read short extracts from texts. Lord of the Rings is for example a text that I usually teach 

extracts from”. She also uses an excerpt chapter called Geometry lesson from the novel 

Angela’s Ashes written by Frank McCourt, which appears in a textbook called Shortcuts. T2, 

who teaches English at a vocational programme said that he is also mostly using excerpts 

from textbooks, especially from the textbook Blueprint Vocational. This teacher also claimed 

to use other texts but often goes back to the excerpts:  

I have tried teaching whole [classic] novels before, but I usually end up teaching either 

articles or excerpts online or excerpts from course books, like textbooks. (T2) 

T2’s main objective with using articles or excerpts might be to introduce the students to 

different types of texts, writers, genres and literary periods while at the same time not tiring 

them with complete novels. Also, the aim might simply be to see the comparison with modern 

times and to show how different themes and feelings can be similar and relatable today and 

thus arouse curiosity around classic writers. 

 T4 stated that there is a norm “or almost a policy” at her school regarding the requirement 

of students to read at least two novels during the school year. However, as she realized that 

many students tend to cheat and not read the novels, only summaries online, she re-created the 



 

  25 

requirement into involving one novella and one short story to minimize the cheating and 

maximize the chance that they would actually read and reflect around the texts. 

 In general, excerpts seem to be a popular choice because of the current situation with 

students’ lack of reading competence, as T2 said: “the not-so-frequent readers don’t have the 

grit to read on their own”, making shorter excerpts a more ingestible amount of text for 

students. Bibby also discusses the risk of having students being “scared off” if the literary 

texts presented to them in EFL are too long (8) which is in line with Lima who argues that the 

use of shorter texts and excerpts might be even more crucial in order to introduce students to a 

wider arrange of genres and texts, giving them more choices and styles to consider (112). 

5 Conclusion 

This study explored six Swedish EFL teachers’ attitudes regarding literary choices and their 

potential role in reaching the learning objectives in the English subject as well as their 

supposed impact on EFL teaching.  

 The findings show that teachers are concerned with urging students to become readers, 

increasing students’ reading competence, and common knowledge in English by teaching 

literature in EFL. The informants considered that literature teaching can help students to reach 

learning objectives by working towards them in an implicit approach. Furthermore, the most 

important objectives found were cultural aspects of the English language, vocabulary 

knowledge and the ability to produce output in English.   

 Some previous research, on the one hand, found that teaching literary texts based on 

students’ preferences and relatability is advised to develop the students’ reading competence 

and language acquisition (Bean & Moni 648; Tseng 53; Rosenblatt 269; Chen 234). On the 

other hand, this study found that all of the interviewed teachers reported teaching canonical 

literature written in a language which may be too difficult for upper-secondary EFL students 

to comprehend. In addition, the fact that the texts were authored almost exclusively by 

Caucasian males from the western canon, as well as containing historical content which 

requires pre-teaching, also contributes to the lack of relatability for students. The investigation 

also showed that perceived literary merit texts in whole, which were considered canonical for 

different reasons by the interviewed teachers, were mostly found to be too difficult to teach in 

EFL in upper-secondary school. This can be related to Parkinson & Reid Thomas’ 

observations, in that the more difficult literary texts should rather be taught with more mature 
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students, possibly aged 18 and upwards. The combination of the reported, generally low 

reading skills among students, the teachers’ aim of urging students to become pleasure readers 

and the teachers’ need to pre-teach context and references suggest that a revised choice of 

texts would be advisable. 

 The results imply that a more diverse combination of texts in EFL teaching is needed, 

perhaps by teachers creating their own type of literature syllabus, including more female and 

outer circle authors in English. Another teaching approach would be to use the twentieth 

century western canonical works to raise a discussion on “ideology, relevance and social 

significance of literature” (Parkinson & Reid Thomas 25). Further, teachers can combine 

concise, modern short stories or young adult novels, requiring less pre-existing knowledge of 

historical references, with shorter timeless novels. This would allow teachers to vary the level 

of the chosen texts and ensure that students on different levels and from various backgrounds 

benefit from the teaching, while diversifying it and not teaching canonical works simply 

because of their canonicity or literary merit.  

 A follow-up study with a more in-depth perspective on how teachers’ literary choices can 

be officially classified and how the inclusion of more diverse writers and topics would affect 

students’ ability to relate to the taught texts would be beneficial for further development and 

for the field in general. 
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Interview guide 

1. What texts do you teach? Please list 5-6 texts that you like and have taught more than 

once. 

2. How do you think of these texts as representing different genres or categories?  

3. What are your goals with these texts? 

4. Can teaching English through literary texts from different genres be an effective 

method for students to reach the learning objectives in the English subject? Could you 

share your ideas for how to do this? Which genres for which objectives? 

5. According to The Swedish National Agency for Education’s curriculum for upper- 

secondary school, it is the responsibility of the school that all individual students “can 

obtain stimulation from cultural experiences and develop a feeling for aesthetic 

values” (8). How can teachers work with this objective in their teaching of literary 

genres and/or literary texts in English? How is your experience dealing with this 

learning objective? 

6. How do you find the challenge of choosing suitable texts and literature to teach while 

at the same time acknowledging students’ varying interests and backgrounds? 
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Consent form 

Teaching EFL through Literary Texts 
Consent to take part in research 

• I............................................. voluntarily agree to participate in this research study.  

• I understand that even if I agree to participate now, I can withdraw at any time or refuse to answer any question 

without any consequences of any kind.  

• I understand that I can withdraw permission to use data from my interview within two weeks after the 

interview, in which case the material will be deleted.  

• I have had the purpose and nature of the study explained to me and I have had the opportunity to ask questions 

about the study.  

• I understand that participation involves answering questions about my teaching practices in English and about 

teacher choices when it comes to literary genres. 

• I agree to my interview being audio-recorded.  

• I understand that all information I provide for this study will be treated confidentially.  

• I understand that in any report on the results of this research my identity will remain anonymous. This will be 

done by changing my name and disguising any details of my interview, which may reveal my identity or the 

identity of people I speak about.  

• I understand that disguised extracts from my interview may be quoted in Emma Sjödin’s degree project, which 

will be published on www.diva-portal.org and presented in its ventilation seminar with fellow teachers and 

students at Mälardalen University.  

• I understand that I am free to contact any of the people involved in the research to seek further clarification and 

information.  

Researcher:     

Emma Sjödin     

Mälardalen University 

esn15011@student.mdh.se    

 

Signature of research participant  

 

-----------------------------------------   ----------------  

Signature of participant    Date  

 

 

Signature of researcher  

I believe the participant is giving informed consent to participate in this study  

 

------------------------------------------   ------------------ 

Signature of researcher    Date  
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Literary choices 

 

 Table 2. Teachers’ literary choices. 

 

 

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

Title being taught 

 

Author 

1984 George Orwell 

Angela’s Ashes Frank McCourt 

Animal Farm George Orwell 

Big Mouth Ugly Girl Joyce Carol Oates 

Holes Louis Sachar 

King Solomon’s Mines Henry Rider Haggard 

Lord of the Rings John R. R. Tolkien 

Macbeth William Shakespeare 

Me and Earl and The Dying Girl Jesse Andrews 

Moby Dick Herman Melville 

Murder on the Orient Express Agatha Christie 

Of Mice and Men John Steinbeck 

Robinson Crusoe Daniel Defoe 

Slaughterhouse 5 Kurt Vonnegut 

Stone Cold Robert Swindells 

The Black Cat Edgar Allan Poe 

The Catcher in the Rye Jerome David Salinger 

The Fault in our Stars John Green 

The Grass is Singing Doris Lessing 

The Great Gatsby Francis Scott Fitzgerald 

The Hunger Games Suzanne Collins 

The Kite Runner Khaled Hosseini 

The Outsiders Susan Louise Hinton 

The Tell-Tale Heart Edgar Allan Poe 

To Kill a Mockingbird Harper Lee 

Uglies Scott Westerfeld 

Winter’s bone Daniel Woodrell 
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