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1. What is it?
Defining literature
Although literature can be defined in different ways, it is generally agreed that literary 
texts have certain characteristics. They tend to use language in a special or unusual way 
and are often rich in literary features such as rhyme, metaphor, and word play. They 
usually belong to recognizable genres, such as novels, plays, short stories, and poems. 
The word ‘literature’ often brings to mind classic works by famous authors. However, it 
can equally include contemporary fiction, drama, and poetry, and popular genres such 
as comics, film scripts, and song lyrics. 

Literature in the classroom
Literature can be used in both written and spoken form in English language teaching. In 
some cases, it will be appropriate to use texts which have been specially written for ELT 
or adapted for learners at different levels. In other cases, you may choose to use the 
original texts. You might study a short story or a whole novel or play with your students 
over multiple lessons. Alternatively, you might focus on extracts from longer works or 
on shorter texts such as poems or song lyrics. 

2. What does it mean for English language teaching?
Using literature can have a range of benefits for English language learners, and 
literature-based classroom activities will often provide several benefits at the same time.

Language proficiency
Literary texts can provide a meaningful and memorable context for introducing and 
reinforcing vocabulary and grammatical structures. They can sensitize students to 
different registers and varieties of English and, when texts are performed or read aloud, 
to aspects of pronunciation such as sounds, stress patterns, and intonation. They also 
provide a basis for motivating skills practice. As well as developing transferable 
strategies such as reading or listening for gist and deducing the meaning of unknown 
words, they can encourage the higher-level comprehension skills of inferring, analysing, 
and evaluating. Literature can also inspire creative writing and speaking activities, from 
imagining and performing the next scene of a play to discussing and reviewing a novel. 
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Global skills
Literature-based activities are ideally suited to promoting 
global skills in areas such as emotional self-regulation, 
communication, creativity, critical thinking, and intercultural 
competence. Understanding and identifying with characters 
can build empathy, while sharing interpretations and listening 
respectfully to those of others can develop communication skills. 
Justifying interpretations with evidence from the text demands 
critical thinking, and students can demonstrate creativity 
by reimagining what they have read or producing their own 
creative writing.

Pleasure and emotional connection
Whether they are funny, sad, moving, or frightening, literary 
texts engage students emotionally, which, in turn, can promote 
language acquisition. They can provide an opportunity to 
address topics which affect students’ lives but which may not 
feature in coursebooks, such as relationships, death, disability, 
gender, and ethnicity. Reading literature can give students a 
sense of achievement and ownership of the language as well as 
encouraging the habit of independent reading for pleasure and 
boosting their general motivation to learn English. 

Cultural awareness
Literature can provide insights into the culture and history of 
different countries and regions from different viewpoints. It also 
allows students to explore these insights critically – for example, 
by considering who is not represented in a work of fiction or 
how an author or narrator might be biased.

Cross-curricular connections
Studying literature in English can build skills of analysis which 
are transferable to work students are doing on literature in their 
own language or other languages they are learning. It is a way 
of making connections with other curriculum subjects, such as 
history, geography, or science. For example, reading Thomas 
Hardy’s Far from the Madding Crowd could be an opportunity 
for students to learn about the Industrial Revolution and 
consider how it affected people in rural areas. 

3. What are the challenges?
Language difficulty
Even simplified literary texts may contain some language which 
is old-fashioned, highly specialized, or culturally specific, and 
you may be concerned that students will find this demotivating. 
However, with the right approach, there are ways to overcome 
these linguistic challenges. Glossaries and pre-teaching activities 
can be used to clarify essential vocabulary and many published 
materials provide this support. In addition, studying challenging 
texts can often be beneficial for students. Developing reading 
strategies such as deducing meaning from context will help them 
tackle other kinds of authentic material with greater confidence. 

Usefulness
You may wonder how useful the language of some literary 
texts will be for your students, especially if it is different from 
the everyday language they will need. However, while some 
vocabulary will stand out as being unusual or old-fashioned, 
most literary texts contain many more words, collocations, 
and grammatical structures that are frequent in the varieties 
of English that students are learning. Exposing students to a 
range of texts also raises their awareness of different styles and 
registers and of the creative possibilities of the language. 

It is worth noting that creative language use is not unique to 
literature: rhyme and word play, for example, can be found in 
many other forms of discourse, including newspaper headlines, 
advertisements, jokes, and speeches.

Cultural familiarity and appropriacy
The content of literary texts can sometimes present challenges. 
Certain themes may be difficult for some students to relate 
to, or they may be culturally unfamiliar or inappropriate. This 
means, of course, that texts need to be selected carefully 
according to students’ interests, learning needs, age, and 
cultural sensitivities. It is also important to ensure students have 
the background information necessary to help them understand 
the text – for example, about the author, literary movement, or 
historical context.

Student interest 
Not all students will respond enthusiastically to the idea of 
studying literary texts or see their relevance to their own lives 
or learning goals. It is therefore helpful to consider ways of 
building students’ interest in a text and helping them relate 
to its key themes. If students seem resistant to traditional 
literature, you may find they respond more enthusiastically to 
contemporary genres, such as graphic novels or popular songs. 
Giving students some choice over what they read can also be 
motivating, especially for teenagers.

Time
Using literature in the classroom can be time-consuming, 
particularly if you first need to build interest in the text and 
supply necessary vocabulary and background information.  
It is therefore important to be realistic about the time a text  
will require, both in and out of the classroom. Rather than 
reading a whole novel or play, it may be more practical to use 
selected extracts or shorter texts such as poems or short stories. 
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If you choose to read a longer text, you could pre-select some 
extracts to read together in class. You can then fill in the gaps 
by having students read chapters at home, providing chapter 
summaries, and/or showing a film adaptation. There are also 
many time-saving published resources, including graded readers 
and materials on literature provided with some ELT courses, 
which typically incorporate background information and language 
support as well as a range of activities and teaching notes.

Teacher confidence
You may be concerned that you lack the necessary experience, 
knowledge, or training to use literature in the classroom. 
However, you do not need to be a literature expert and it is 
not necessary to choose ‘difficult’ classics – you may feel more 
comfortable reading contemporary literary genres. Do not feel 
under pressure to provide a ‘correct’ interpretation of a text, 
but instead encourage students to form and justify their own 
interpretations. Finally, remember that published resources 
are readily available and can be a valuable source of support 
and guidance as you build your skills and confidence in using 
literature with your students.

4. How can this be implemented?
Before reading

Building interest in the text
Getting students to predict the content of a text can be an 
effective way to inspire curiosity. For example, you could show 
them the front cover of the book and ask them to predict 
what it is about, who the characters are, and what will happen. 
Students could also read the back cover blurb or some quotes 
from the book, watch a film clip or trailer, or listen to part of an 
audiobook. Another way to engage students’ interest in a text 
is to draw out the key themes and ask students to relate them 
to their own experiences or to other works of fiction, including 
films and TV shows.

Providing background information 
Equipping students with background information can make a 
huge difference to their understanding and enjoyment of a text. 
Rather than simply giving students this information in the form 
of notes or a presentation, you could give them a task to do. For 
example, you could ask them to research the social or historical 
context of a text before you read it in class. You could also 
devise a short quiz or create a comprehension activity based on 
a clip from a documentary or podcast.

While reading

Checking comprehension
There are many ways to check students’ understanding of a text 
beyond conventional comprehension questions. For instance, 
you could ask them to invent a title for each section of the text, 
write or complete a summary, or produce a diagram, mind map, 
or picture to represent what they have read. You could use a 
collaborative jigsaw reading activity by giving students lines, 
sentences, or paragraphs from an extract in jumbled order and 
having them identify the correct sequence in groups. You could 
also ask students to retell the story or predict the content of the 
next paragraph. 

Promoting critical thinking
A key benefit of literature-based activities is that they can 
be used to take learners beyond basic comprehension skills 
to higher-level reading and thinking skills, such as inferring, 
analysing, and evaluating. Students can be encouraged to read 
between the lines and evaluate the motives for a character’s 
actions, identify possible irony and hidden assumptions in the 
way a story is narrated, or reflect on the main messages and 
themes of the text. One method of eliciting a critical response 
is to provide one or more subjective – perhaps controversial – 
statements about the text and ask students to what extent they 
agree with them and why. Another is to ask students to note 
down their thoughts and emotional reactions in the margins 
of the text as they read before comparing their notes in pairs 
or groups.

Dealing with difficult language
A common approach to clarifying difficult language is to have 
students match words from the text to synonyms, definitions, 
or translations. Rather than explaining every unfamiliar word in 
a literary text, it is usually better to prioritize vocabulary that is 
essential for understanding the text and/or useful for students 
to learn. You could turn this into a team game by displaying the 
synonyms of some difficult words on the board and then reading 
the text aloud. When students hear a word that corresponds to 
a synonym on the board, they shout ‘stop’ and win a point if it 
is correct. You can then discuss the clues they used to deduce 
the meaning.

You can also incorporate training in dictionary skills, particularly 
if students are using ebooks with easy access to online 
dictionaries. For example, you might discuss why and how often 
to look up words while reading or how to distinguish between 
different meanings of a word.

Focusing on literary features
Activities focusing on specific literary features can help students 
appreciate how writers use language to create particular effects. 
For instance, you could introduce a feature such as imagery or 
personification, together with some examples. You could then 
ask students to find further examples in the text and comment 
on the effects these features produce on the reader. 

Focusing on literary features often serves a dual purpose for 
language learners and can be a way of highlighting useful 
aspects of vocabulary, grammar, and phonology at the same 
time. For example, you could gap all the words in a text that are 
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related to a particular theme – such as food or nature – and ask 
students to reinsert them in the correct places before examining 
how they are used metaphorically. You could explore grammar 
by gapping certain verbs, asking students to supply them in the 
appropriate tense and then consider the literary effects of the 
author’s choice of tenses. To raise awareness of phonology, you 
could have students choose the missing words to complete a 
poem, thinking not just about the meaning of each option but 
how it affects the poem’s sound and rhythm. 

After reading
Literary texts can provide inspiration for a variety of writing 
and speaking activities which, together with meaningful skills 
practice, can promote empathy, creativity, and critical thinking.

Responding critically
Students could read or listen to some short reviews of the text 
and choose the one they agree with the most. This could form 
the basis of a class discussion or debate. Students could then 
write their own reviews and share them with their classmates. 

Responding creatively
There are endless possibilities for devising creative tasks based 
on literature. Some activities can be done individually such 
as writing a letter, diary entry, or blog post, or recording a 
monologue from a character’s point of view. Other activities 
can be collaborative. For example, you could remove the last 
line of a poem, story, or scene from a play and ask students 
to write it in pairs or groups before comparing their versions 
with each other’s, and finally with the original. You could ask 
them to imagine what happens next in a play, write a script, 
and act it out. You could also give your students tasks and 
projects involving different media, such as creating a drawing or 
infographic, game, film trailer, or website inspired by the text.

Reimagining the text
An interesting way to encourage students to reflect critically on 
a text and explore different types of discourse is to ask them to 
rewrite or re-version it, changing elements such as the genre, 
narrator, character(s), context, or plot. For example, a poem 
or short story could be reimagined as a newspaper article, TV 
news report, or chat show interview. Students could rewrite a 
story from the perspective of a character who plays a minor role 
in the original version. They could also consider how a story or 
play might have ended if a key event had happened differently, 
or how a work of historical fiction could be adapted to a 
modern-day setting.

5. Over to you
There are many powerful reasons to use literature in English 
language teaching, despite the challenges that it can present. 
Literature can provide an engaging and memorable context 
for language learning and for the development of transferable 
skills and strategies. It is personally enriching, allowing students 
to explore universal themes, develop their cultural awareness, 
and build meaningful connections with each other, with you, 
the English language, and the wider world. It can stimulate 
creativity, empathy, critical thinking, and communication skills, 
exposing students to different voices, viewpoints, and varieties 
of English. It may even encourage students to develop the 
habit of reading and help them to discover a source of lifelong 
enjoyment. However, it is not only students who benefit. Using 
literature can also be tremendously rewarding for you, enabling 
you to connect with your students on a deeper level, share 
your own enthusiasm for literature, and explore the creative 
possibilities of the language with your students. 
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Talking points

What makes literature different from other kinds of texts?

In your opinion, what are the most important reasons to 
use literature in English language teaching?

Have you used literature to help you learn a language? 
Was it a positive experience for you? Why/why not? 
How might this inform the way you use literature with 
your students?

 How confident do you feel about using literature in the 
classroom? Why? 

 Think about a particular group of students that you 
teach now, have taught in the past, or might teach in 
the future. Do you think these students would be keen 
to read literature? Why/why not? If you think they would 
be interested, what kinds of texts and activities might 
they respond well to? If not, how might you get them 
more interested? 

 What do you think are the advantages and 
disadvantages of using linguistically ‘difficult’ texts with 
students? What do (or could) you do to help students 
tackle these kinds of texts?

 What literature-based activities have you used or would 
you like to try in the classroom? What skills do you think 
these activities help students to develop? 

6. Further reading
IATEFL Literature SIG

 https://litsig.weebly.com/

Teaching English: Literature articles (British Council)
 www.teachingenglish.org.uk/articles/literature

BritLit: Using literature in EFL classrooms (British Council)
  www.teachingenglish.org.uk/sites/teacheng/files/
pub_BritLit_elt.pdf

Literature and language teaching: A guide for teachers 
and trainers
Lazar, G. (1993). Literature and language teaching: A guide for 
teachers and trainers. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
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