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Abstract 

The purpose of this study is to examine the purpose of literature instruction in English 5, 6 

and 7. The questions that are examined are; the purpose of literature instruction in English, 

which methods are used by the teachers and how teachers choose which literature to include. 

The study is qualitative and is based on an interview study in which three teachers that 

currently teach English 5, 6 and 7 participated. These interviews are presented and discussed 

in relation to the curriculum, GY11, course documents and research in the area. The results 

show that teachers use literature to achieve a number of goals set by the curriculum and 

course documents, and that they often choose to include extensive reading in courses even 

when it is not demanded. The teachers use several methods, where discussions and written 

assignments complement each other. Literature selection is based on a careful balance 

between getting students motivated to read the assigned literature and achieving the intended 

purpose 
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Sammanfattning 

Syftet med denna studie är att undersöka syftet med litteraturundervisning i ämnet Engelska. 

Frågorna som undersöks är; vilket syfte litteraturundervisningenfyller, vilka metoder lärare 

använder sig av samt hur lärare väljer vilka böcker som ska inkluderas i en kurs. 

Undersökningen är kvalitativ och gjordes genom en intervjustudie där tre lärare som 

undervisar i kurserna Engelska 5, 6 och 7 deltog. Dessa intervjuer presenteras i denna uppsats 

och jämförs med läroplanen GY11, kursdokument samt forskning i ämnet. Resultatet visar på 

att lärare använder litteratur för att uppnå flera mål i läroplanen och kursdokumenten, och ofta 

väljer att inkludera litteraturundervisning och läsning i kurser där det inte krävs. De använder 

flera olika metoder, där diskussioner och skriftliga uppgifter kompletterar varandra. 

Litteraturval görs genom en avvägning mellan att få eleverna motiverade att läsa och det syfte 

läraren har med läsningen. 

Nyckelord 

Engelska, gymnasieskolan, litteratur, litteraturundervisning,  
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1 Introduction 
 

The main objective and focus of an English-as-a-second-language teacher is to aid students in 

developing their proficiency and skills in English in accordance with the stipulations of the 

specific course in the national curriculum, as well as the general principles of the national 

curriculum Gy11written by Skolverket. The stipulations of the courses in English span a wide 

variety of skills that students are to develop, including reading, writing and speaking, as well 

as a general content that the teacher is expected to educate the students about during the 

course, such as English literature and English culture. However, the curriculum does not 

instruct the teacher on specific matters such as what literature to choose or what activities or 

methods that could be used to facilitate learning in the classroom. These decisions, among 

many, many others, are left to the teachers, who choose their methods and material based on 

their education, research and experiences. These important decisions include the selection of 

literature, i.e., which authors and textsto discuss in class, and how to teach English literature. 

When deciding what literature and which methods to use in the ESL classroom there are many 

factors that have to be taken into account, including but not limited to the teacher, the 

students, the content of the literature and the context of the learning situation,as well as what 

Ulf Lundgren calls frame factors, i.e.,factors outside the classroom that affects the teaching 

and learning processes (212). Many of these factors are prone to change, some faster than 

others. Since the middle of the 1990’s a lot has happened that affects the ESL classroom. The 

Swedish National Agency for Education has released a new curriculum for the upper 

secondary School that directly influences the teachers when they make decisions regarding 

literature and methods. The rapid development of new technology and especially ICT 

(Information and Communication Technology) provides teachers with both new challenges as 

well as new tools. This essay focuses on how ESL teachers use English literature as a part of 

their syllabus, with an emphasis on the choice of what literature to assign the students and 

what methods are used when working with English literature. 

The essay will start with a presentation of the national curriculum’s stipulations 

regarding the use of English literature in the upper secondary school courses of 
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English,followed by a presentation of theories and studies pertaining to how literature can be 

used as a tool for language acquisition.The empirical data is provided through 

interviewsconducted with currently employed English teachers with many years of experience 

teaching English literature, and these interviews will serve as the basis for the analysis and 

discussion. Reference literature, results from previous research and the requirements of the 

national curriculum as well as the curriculum for English 5, 6 and 7 will be used in the 

discussion of the results of the study.  

1.1 Research questions and aim 

The aim of this essay is to investigate and present how three experienced teachers in an upper 

secondary school in Sweden make use of English literature in the English-as–a-second-

language classroom, with an emphasis on their personal experiences and their approach to 

literatureThe essay will examine and discuss the teachers’ literature choices, teaching methods 

and purposes with reading literature in relation to the curriculum for the upper secondary 

school, GY11, and current research in the field. The analysis will be a contribution to the 

discussion of the value of using literature in the second language classroom.  

 

The research of this study is based on the following research questions: 

How do teachers approach literature in the ESL classroom? 

 What purpose does literature serve according to the teachers? 

 What methods are used by the teachers when using literature as a teaching tool? 

 What kind of literature and what genres are used by the teachers? 

 How do the teachers select specific texts for their courses? 

 

 

 

2 Background 

In this section, I will review previous research relevant to the subject of this essay, research 

that focuses on the literature choices made by teachers as well as methods that are used in the 

classroom. I will also discuss what the regulatory documents for the upper secondary school 
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in Sweden have to say about teaching and using English literature in the English courses 5, 6 

and 7.  

 

2.1 Literature in the Upper Secondary ESL curriculum 

and syllabi 

In the curriculum for the upper secondary school, GY11 written by Skolverket it is stated that: 

 

The national school system is based on democratic foundations. The Education Act 

(2010:800) stipulates that education in the school system aims at students acquiring and 

developing knowledge and values. It should promote the development and learning of 

students, and a lifelong desire to learn. Education should impart and establish respect 

for human rights and the fundamental democratic values on which Swedish society is 

based. The education should be based on scientific grounds and proven experience. (5) 

 

The quote highlights a number of the principal aims of the school system in Sweden, namely: 

1)The demand for a democratic education that promotes learning, both in school and in the 

students' future lives and the development of respect for human rights and democracy, and 

2)The responsibility of the teacher is to fulfil these goals with methods that are based on 

scientific grounds and experience. Among these stipulations there is also a demand for 

developing compassion and understanding for other people and other cultures to ensure that 

students are prepared for the internationalization of the Swedish society and the increasing 

global exchange that affects our contemporary society: “Ethical perspectives are of 

importance for many of the issues that are taken up in education. For this reason education in 

different subjects should cover these perspectives and provide students with a foundation for 

and support their ability to develop personal views.” (Skolverket 6). Through their education, 

students should develop their ability to form their own perspectives on ethical issues and their 

ability to use their personal experiences and the experiences of others to form a personal 

opinion on ethical issues.The international as well as the historical perspectives stated in the 

curriculum work together in order to help students form an understanding of their own reality 

in a global and historical context, developing an understanding of their present, their own 

history and culture and the history and culture of others in a globalized society. Through 
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learning about their own culture and history, as well as the culture and history of their 

surroundings, students are better prepared to meet the future (6). 

In the overall goals and guidelines of the curriculum, it is further stated that: “It 

is the responsibility of the school that all individual students […]can use non-fiction, fiction 

and other forms of culture as a source of knowledge, insight and pleasure and  […]have 

knowledge about and insight into the main parts of  Swedish, Nordic and Western cultural 

heritage.”(8)This means that the school is responsible to develop the students' ability to not 

only find amusement in reading literature and other forms of culture, but also their ability to 

use these cultural expressions as a source of knowledge and a tool with which to discuss and 

find insight in ethical questions, culture and personal experiences. Literature plays a great part 

inour cultural heritage since it can be used to give an insight into the experiences of 

individuals and the ethical and cultural dimensions of our past in a manner that is hard to 

achieve using other medias and areas of study. Together, these excerpts from the curriculum 

highlight both the need for literature in the education and what part in the education this form 

of cultural expression can play. 

The Swedish upper secondary school offers three courses in English. English 5 

is mandatory for all programs and the preparatory programs for higher education include 

English 6 as well. Students in a non-preparatory program can choose to take English 6 and 7 

as well, and students in a preparatory program can choose to include English 7. The syllabus 

for these courses is, just as the curriculum GY11, created by the Swedish National Agency of 

Education. The syllabus specifies the aims for each of these three courses and these aims 

consist of two parts: knowledge requirements, which are what students must achieve in order 

to receive a certain grade, and core content, which stipulates the contents of the course. The 

core content is divided into three areas: production and interaction, content of communication 

and reception. The aim of the subject states: “Teaching of English should aim at helping 

students to develop knowledge of language and the surrounding world so that they have the 

ability, desire and confidence to use English in different situations and for different purposes. 

Students should be given the opportunity, through the use of language in functional and 

meaningful contexts, to develop all-round communicative skills.”  The syllabus also 

emphasizes the need for providing students with the opportunity to develop their knowledge 

of English-speaking culture, which can be achieved in a number of ways, including the 

reading of literature. 
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2.2Theoretical perspectives 

Theoretical perspectives can be seen as a system of concepts that together create a lens by 

which to view the world. I interpret a perspective as a number of assumptions that are used to 

explain and account for the world that surrounds us. Theseconcepts from different 

perspectives will form the basis for my analysis when I interpret what I discover during my 

research. 

According to Linda Flower, the research conducted on reading models revolves 

around two basic principles: cognitive and social processes, where the cognitive aspect 

focuses on the reader and her experiences and the social aspect focuses on social context of 

the text and the reader. These two aspects can be viewed as two separate reading models 

which serve different purposes as well as use different means to meet the goals. However, 

they can be used together to maximize the reading experience of students. The reading model 

that is applied to the cognitive reading process is called the psycholinguistic reading model 

and focuses on the mental processes of the reader. In this model the reader and the book 

together create meaning and understanding, which is the goal of the reading process. Marcia 

Sheridan states that this reading process is in partbased on the readers’ knowledge of how the 

language works, such as semantics, word order etc. (66). The reader creates meaning from the 

text based on his knowledge of the language and his knowledge and experience of the world. 

The reading model that is applied to social reading process is called the sociolinguistic 

reading model. This model focuses on the text in light of the socio-cultural context of the text 

and the reading of the text. According to Kroksmark, reading is viewed as a social process 

that is dependent on the student’s social context as well as the context of the learning 

environment and context (454).  A social reading process can be used to help students develop 

an understanding of their own position, identity and society, as well as developing an 

understanding of people from other cultures and times. By knowledge of the social processes 

involved in the reading process, teachers are able to plan activities to further the students 

learning. 

 

2.3 Previous Research 

The use of literature as a tool in aiding language acquisition is a fairly well-researched area, 
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one that can be said to start with the notion that texts can be used as a valuable source of 

appropriate input for the students. Research conducted in this area points to extensive reading 

as an important part of language acquisition and, therefore, for the English as-a-second 

language (ESL) classroom. As this study focuses on the use of novels and the reading of 

books, the term extensive reading is referring to in-depth reading of complete books and not 

excerpts or summaries in text-books found in the ESL classroom. Reading, and extensive 

reading in particular, has been given an increasing amount of focus since the turn of the 

millennium, especially in Europe. One probable cause of this interest is the plunging results in 

PISA (Programme for International Assessment) tests, where reading comprehension amongst 

students is falling behind (Skolverket). Additionally, a statistical study performed by Eurostat 

that measured the time Swedish citizens spent in front of TVs and computers in relation to 

reading showed that Swedes typically spend only 30 minutes inreading each day as compared 

to around two hours in front of televisions or computers.For the purpose of this essay, 

extensive reading is defined as the concentrated reading of an entire literary text followed by 

an activity or assignment, such as a summary or a discussion, on what the students have read, 

in accordance with the definition provided by Beniko Mason and StephenKrashen (1). 

 The importance of and benefits gained through extensive reading has been 

extensively studied since the second half of the 20
th

century and the beginning of the 

21
st
century. These studies all point to extensive reading serving a very important role in 

language development and acquisition, a role that cannot be replaced by other forms of input. 

Research conducted by JelenaBobkina shows that extensive reading of literature is a tool that 

helps in the development of language skills and proficiency, as well as provides a reading 

experience that is unmatched by informal texts. (249) In “Reading literature and learning a 

second language” Arthur Bradford points out that extensive reading and the use of literature in 

the classroom is important not only for the development of students’ proficiency, but also for 

developing the students’ experience with literature and their ability to read and interpret 

literature (199). He argues that in order for literature to be useful in the teaching of a second 

language, the literature in itself must serve as a literary experience for the students. He further 

argues that the reason that the usage and teaching of literature in the language classroom is 

failing is because teachers fail to provide students with a true literary experience, be it through 

an inability to encourage the students, or by not using extensive reading enough (199). He 

thus concludes that teachers who want to use literature and extensive reading as part of their 
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classes must know how literature can be used to aid in language development while also being 

of literary value to the students.In 2009, Papadima-Sophocleousdid a study using students 

from Sweden, Lithuania, Italy, Cyprus and Finland, evaluating a reading project which aim 

was to motivate students to read more and test reading methods. The findings of this study 

pointed to the benefits of combining methods such as discussions and reading logs when it 

comes to strengthening students’ motivation. 

One of the reasons literature is thought to be such an important and valuable part 

of language learning is due to one of the governing theories concerning Language Acquisition 

(LA). Many of the current LA researchers lean heavily on Krashen’s theory of comprehensible 

input which emerged in 1985. According to this theory, language is acquired when learners 

are exposed to content that is slightly above their current level of understanding, from which 

they can deduce meaning. According toTricia Hedge,Krashen believes that language learners 

use operating strategies to form ideas about the rules of the target language(11). 

3 Method 

The purpose of this essay is to analyse how ESL teachers use English literature in the 

classroom. In order to discovertheir own understanding of English literature in the classroom, 

I chose to use interviews as the method.Sebastian Rasinger briefly defines qualitative research 

as being concerned with structures, patterns, and researching and describing how something 

is(52). Furthermore, he notes that qualitative studies are inductive, meaning that the results of 

the research itself can spawn a theory, whereas quantitative studies are deductive and based on 

a previously known and developed theory (52). I use semi-structured interviews, which means 

that I use a number of questions that together provide the answers for my research questions. 

These interviews provided me with qualitative data on which I ground my analysis. One of 

the reasons I chose to use semi-structured interviews is to ensure that I am provided with 

answers to the questions that I need answered. One of the drawbacks of a more qualitative and 

unstructured interview is that it demands a lot from the interviewer. According to Alan 

Bryman, in an unstructured interview the interviewer must be able to adapt the questions in 

accordance with what the interviewed person finds interesting, which demands an interviewer 

that is able to find the right answers even though the questions need to be adapted to each 

interviewed person (413). Since I have not conducted any interview based studies before, the 
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unstructured qualitative interview could end up being nothing more than an unsystematic 

conversation that would not yield any real results. A structured interview with predetermined 

questions will suit my research better. The questions themselves are worded and structured in 

a fashion that will help me answer my research questions, and they are all based on the 

subject English literature, selection of literature and methods used in the classroom. The 

wording and quality of my interview questions is of outmost importance to ensure that I 

receive answers that will aid me in establishing a result that reflects my research questions 

and area of study. When constructing the questions I tried to formulate as concrete and as 

much to the point as possible, since Alan Bryman stresses the importance of being as specific 

as possible(249). He also stresses that one should not use leading questions (253), so I have 

tried to not angle the questions in any way. 

According to Monica Dalen the place used and factors such as time in an 

interview situation affects the answers and the general quality of the interview (39).Since the 

interview is affected by many circumstances, I have chosen to leave the time and place of the 

interview up to the participants to decide, thereby giving them control over as many factors as 

possible. For practical reasons, all participants opted to sit in their offices, which fortunately 

were empty. I chose to record the interviews using my mobile phone, which enabled me to not 

only record what the participant said, but also how s/he said it, providing me with more, 

however subtle, data. As previously stated, how the interview is conducted is important. Time-

pressure as well as the place for the interviews might negatively impact the quality of an 

interview. To solve this problem, I exaggerated the expected time that each interview would 

take when scheduling my interviews. I also left it to the subjects to decide the starting time of 

the interviews. When informing the subjects of the interview, I made sure to inform them that 

the interviews were voluntary, that they were free to stop the interview at any point and the 

purpose of the interview.  The interview questions were sent to the participants in advance, to 

ensure that they had the opportunity to prepare for the interviews. 

 

 

3.1 Selection of participants 

The number of interviews is directly influenced by the methods that are used to analyse the 

data. Never having done an interview study before, I had no experience of how time-
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consuming interviews are, nor how time-consuming the processing and analysis of the data 

would be. Taking this into account, and the fact that my study is not meant to be a grounded 

theory that is readily available for generalization, but rather is constructed to give an account 

of how a small number of teachers construct their literature instruction, I argue that my study 

is best conducted with a small number of interviews. Furthermore, the study is qualitative 

rather than quantitative sinceit focuses more on the construction of literature instruction. I 

therefore selected three authorised teachers withat least 20 years experienceof using English 

literature in their classrooms. All three work at the same school in Värmland, but the names 

given are fictitious to maintain subject anonymity. All three teach other subjects than English, 

primarily in modern languages such as Spanish, and German. Angelica has been working as 

an English teacher for over thirty years and is currently teaching English 5, 6 and 7 to upper-

secondary school students, as well as English 5 to upper level lower secondary 

school students. David has 25 years of experience working as a teacher in English and 

Spanish, and is currently teaching in English 5 and 6. Daisy has been working as an English 

teacher for 21 years and is currently teaching English 5. 

There are both advantages and disadvantages in using participants from the 

same school. In this case, they even work in the same team which means they share many 

students, take part in the same meetings, discuss lesson plans and methods with each otheretc. 

There is also thepossibility that they have discussed the interview questions before the 

interviews, and if so there is the risk that they did not provide me with their own unique 

thoughts. However, such discussions would also mean they were able to provide me with 

better, more detailed answers, since they already discussed it amongst themselves. Having 

participants that share the same opinions and methods provide better chances that all areas 

and aspects of a method are covered as they may complement each other. Another 

disadvantage of only having participants from a single school and a single team is that they 

may share many opinions and methods. They work closely with each other and have so for an 

unknown number of years, and it is possible that this may have affected their approach to 

literature. Therefore, the results of this study cannot be seen as a representation of literature 

instruction in Swedish schools in general, but rather a representation of literature instruction 

for a specific team. 
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3.2 Analysis 

The method of analysis is determined by the purpose of the essay or the study. The purpose of 

this essay is to give an account of how ESL teachers use English literature in the ESL 

classroom. The focus of this study is therefore to account for areas such as selection of 

literature, methods used in the classroom and the theories teachers base their instruction and 

teaching on. I believe that the most promising method of analysis in this case is contents 

analysis used on two levels, descriptive and interpretative. After the interviews, I transcribed 

them and listened to them multiple times. I arranged the participants’ answers to each question 

thematically to facilitate a comparison of their answers. According to Alison Wray and Aileen 

Bloomer, the theoretical perspective used when analysing material affects the results (12), I 

made sure to use the theoretical perspectives and concepts accounted for in section 2.2 and 

2.3. 

 

 

3.3 Reliability and validity 

Alan Bryman defines reliability as the extent to which the results of a study would be the 

same if the research was repeated (49). Reliability is a measure of the credibility and accuracy 

of a study, and a high reliability is key to ensure that the results of a study are to be trusted. To 

Bryman, in order to achieve a high level of reliability it is vital to collect an ample amount of 

data that has been collected in a structured and accurate fashion (352). Sebastian Rasinger 

argues that it is far easier to achieve a high level of reliability when dealing with subjects such 

as chemistry, where conditions are easier to control and duplicate, than it is when conducting 

research using humans (55). When conducting research using humans it is impossible to fully 

control and keep constant external factors (55). He also notes that people learn from 

experience, which means that a future re-test of this research could potentially yield a 

different result since the teachers might have changed their instruction based on external 

factors and experience (55). I have tried to achieve a high level of reliability by ensuring that I 

do not use leading questions, but open questions that allow the teachers to give their own 

account. In the analysis I have tried to give an as accurate account as possible based on what 

was said during the interviews, since my misinterpretation might lead to misleading results. I 

have conducted interviews with three teachers, and it is undoubtable that an interview study 
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with more participants would yield a more reliable result, as more instancesof literature 

instruction would be accounted for. However, the precautions I have taken when designing the 

questions, and when collecting and analysing the data mean that this study has a high 

probability to yield the same results if conducted again under the same conditions. According 

to Rasinger, validity refers to which extent the conducted research measures what it claims to 

measure, meaning that in order to achieve a high level of validity the method must be 

carefully selected in regards to the intended research (55). However, Nigel Edley and Lia 

Litosseliti discuss some of the recent challenges to the validity of interview studies that 

surfaced during the 1990s. More specifically, they bring up an article written by Suchman and 

Jordan published in 1990 that draws attention to the possibility of misleading results as a 

consequence of the researcher’s inability to understand interviews as an expression of social 

interaction (159). One of the main points of their criticism was the misunderstandings could 

arise if researchers adhered too strictly to a set list of questions in a structured interview since 

this might lead them to misrepresent the research subject and force them to alter his answer 

accordingly (159). By knowing the criticism that has been aimed at interview based research, 

I can make sure to construct my interviews in a fashion that allows the participants to express 

themselves without being affected by constraining or leading questions. By treating the 

interviews as an interaction and not an interrogation with the solepurpose of extracting data, 

the interviews will provide more reliable and valid data. 

 

3.4 Ethical considerations 

“Forskningsetiskaprinciper”, a text published by Vetenskapsrådet, provides researchers with 

guidelines to follow when planning for, and conducting, research involving participants. The 

purpose of the principles is to ensure that researchers take the necessary precautions during 

their research to ensure that the individuals are protected in four areas. These four primary 

principles have been considered throughout the process of this study. 

 One of the principles is called informationskravet, or the demand of information. 

It states that the researcher should properly inform the participants about their part in the 

project, and the terms on which they participate (7). The participants were given the interview 

questions in advance, in order for them to be properly prepared for the interviews. They were 

also informed of the purpose of the study. The second principle is samtyckeskravet, the 
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demand of consent (9). The participants of the study were asked if they wanted to participate 

in the study and told that it was completely voluntary. At the time of the interview they were 

once again informed about this and that they were free to stop the interview and drop out of 

the study at any time. There is also a demand ofconfidality, konfidalitetskravet, which purpose 

is to ensure that the participants of a study remain anonymous and their personal information 

protected (12). During this study the participants have been protected by being given other 

names than their own as soon as the process of transcribing started.  Further steps to ensure 

participant anonymity have been taken, such as not disclosing at which school they teach. All 

the collected data and material have been securely monitored and protected from unauthorized 

access. The fourth principle, nyttjandekravet, states that the collected data and personal 

information must only be used for the purpose of research (14). Personal information 

collected in this research has been used only for the purpose of this study.  

4 Results and analysis 

During the collection and analysis of the data for this study, it became obvious that the usage 

of literature as the basis for instruction and learning is a complex matter that contains many 

challenges as well as provides many opportunities for teachers as well as students. This 

section is divided into sub-sections in order to achieve a more structured presentation of the 

results of the present study. These sub-sections are based on the topics outlined in the thesis 

statement and serve the dual purpose of keeping the structure clear and straightforward as 

well as providing a natural and efficient way of presenting the findings of this study. Runa 

Patel and Bo Davidson state that it is important to have a well-weighted balance between 

quotes and comments in order to achieve an interesting and credible text (120). I have 

therefore tried to balance my text using quotes from the participants, my own comments and 

interpretations, and referencesto course documents and the curriculum. 

4.1 Purpose of literature instruction 

From the data collected during the interviews it is apparent that the three teachers that were 

interviewed in this study view literature as having the potential to serve many functions and 

purposes. 
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The teachers view the literature instruction in the classroom primarily as a means of 

fulfilling the goals set for the English courses. This does not, however, imply that they view 

literature as something that serves a singular purpose and cannot be used for other purposes, 

including entertainment. Angelica says the following regarding selecting appropriate 

literature, which also applies to the purpose of literature in the classroom: “The literature 

needs to serve two purposes; it has to be entertaining for students or else they won’t read it 

and develop a dislike for reading literature, and it needs to be worthwhile in regards to 

achieving goals set by the curriculum and course syllabus.” It is therefore clear that Angelica 

has two criteria when it comes to literature, it needs to be entertaining in order to interest 

students and it needs to be of use when it comes to fulfilling goals set by the curriculum and 

the course syllabus. 

All three teachers in the present study aim at making their literature instruction as a 

means of fulfilling the goals set in the curriculum as well as making literature both 

entertaining and meaningful for their students. Thereby, the teachers use literature as a means 

of achieving not only the goals set for English in the curriculum and course documents for 

specific courses in English, but they also use literature in the English classroom to fulfil goals 

set in the curriculum for the upper-secondary school GY11 (Skolverket). David and Angelica 

referred to one paragraph in GY11 (Skolverket) when talking about the purpose of literature 

in regards to the curriculum: “It is the responsibility of the school that all students can use 

non-fiction, fiction and other forms of culture as a source of knowledge, insight and pleasure.” 

The teachers interpreted this paragraph as an ideal to strive for, where the purpose of  

literature instruction is to help the students develop their ability to use literature as a source of 

knowledge, for example in terms of linguistics, culture and history, and to help students find 

joy and pleasure from reading literature. As David puts it, 

 

I believe that one of the most important aspects of using literature in the classroom is 

helping students realize how they can use it. If they are able to connect with the 

literature, see how it reflects the culture and place in history it was written and make 

use of it, I believe that they also will be more interested in reading. 

 

To David, students’ ability to use literature as a source of knowledge and reflection is 

important, as is their ability to feel a connection to it. Even though the core content of the 
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syllabus for English 5 (Skolverket) does not mention or specify any literary studies for the 

course, all three teachers use literature. The teachers motivate this with the following reasons: 

1) Reading English literature should be included in an English course. 2) Reading literature 

and English texts in general helps develop an inherent/subconscious feel for the language. 3) 

Reading aids in developing proficiency and vocabulary. 4) Reading English literature can be a 

gateway to another time period or culture. 5) Reading literature can give students a new point 

of view on matters, helping them develop empathy and their ability to approach a subject with 

multiple viewpoints. 6) The study of literature will make students interested in reading and 

how it can be useful for them. David also stresses how the texts that are used during his 

lessons provide a more promising input than the texts that students normally come across: 

“Reading is one of the most efficient ways of helping students develop their proficiency and 

overall language skills since they are exposed to correctly structured sentences and new words 

and more complex sentences than they are when reading the texts they normally read.”To 

David, extensive reading in the classroom becomes a way of getting students to read more 

advanced texts that have the potential to boost their learning and increase their proficiency. 

As previously stated, the core content of English 5 does not stipulate that any 

literature needs to be taught during the course. However, it is mandatory in English 6 and 7 

(Skolverket). Literature’s role in the classroom is visible both in the section for “content of 

communication”, that requires the course to cover “Themes, ideas, form and content in films 

and literature; authors and literary periods,” and “reception” that requires “Contemporary and 

older literature, poetry, drama and songs” to be part of the content for the courses. In addition, 

the course document for English 6 also requires the teacher to help students develop 

“[s]trategies to search for relevant information in larger amounts of text or longer sequences 

of spoken language and to understand perspectives and implied meaning.” Meaning that it 

emphasizes a need to help students develop the ability to connect with the text and use it as a 

source to widen their perspective and a way to gain insight and knowledge. For English 7, 

literature is included in the core content for the course covering reception, where it is stated 

that the course must cover “Contemporary and older literature and other fiction in various 

genres such as drama.” (Course plan English, Skolverket 2010) Even though the course 

syllabus for English 5 does not directly demand any literature instruction, the teachers have 

decided to include literature as a part of the course since they believe that literature is a viable 

method to achieve other goals set by the curriculum and course document. 
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Besides fulfilling the goals set in the curriculum and the course specific 

syllabuses, the teachers see a large number of areas where literature can be used to promote 

and boost students’ results. The participants of this study give many different reasons besides 

fulfilling goals as to why teaching literature is such an important part of the subject of 

English. Daisy believes that reading literature is beneficial for students not accustomed to 

reading, especially reading in another language than their mother tongue. In addition, she 

believes that “you develop a different relationship to the language if you read regularly,” and 

that reading regularly lead to “An overall improvement in proficiency and vocabulary.” 

Angelica and David share these opinions as well. Angelica says that “the language in a 

literary novel is much richer than that in a text book.” She also stresses that literary novels 

contains and highlights concepts and themes that text books do not: “Literature provides much 

more opportunities for inner reflections and development than textbooks, which often focus 

on shallow and simpler things.” Angelica also believes that literary novels provide a longer 

and more coherent experience for students who are used to only reading shorter texts. When it 

comes to developing the students’ vocabulary, all three teachers agreed that reading literature 

was a great way to help students do so:“Provided that the students read a text of the correct 

difficulty level, it is scientifically proven that reading helps in developing students’ 

vocabulary and proficiency.” Daisy argued. David believes that by using literature as a way 

teaching and learning new words and phrases, students will develop a language that is more 

genuine and real than if they only learned by using standard text books.Vocabulary and 

language development as a result of reading literature is a notion that Lundahl brings up in his 

book Engelskspråkdidaktik – Texter, kommunikation, språkutveckling. Lundahl, like the 

participants of this study, argues that the texts that students read must not contain too many 

new and difficult words or else the reading will impede their development. 

 

4.2 Selecting Literature 

Two out of the three teachers, David and Angelica, use primarily classical English textsby 

authors such as Dickens, Austen, Shelley, Wilde, Stevenson and Shakespeare. Their choices 

indicate a strong inclination towards using literature that is part of the western canon.The 

reasoning behind their choices is that such texts reflect the history and culture of the English 

society. As Angelica puts it, 
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I primarily use classical novels and dramas, such as Pride and Prejudice and 

Romeo & Juliet. Mainly because it gives the students a means of connecting 

with the past and the English culture, but also because classical literature 

contains many questions and themes that are relevant for students and people 

even today. By discussing the questions and themes in the books it is possible to 

connect these to the contemporary society and the lives of my students.  

 

The teachers believe that the books set for the course are important portals into appreciating 

and understanding English culture and history. However, Angelica also stresses that plays 

such as Romeo and Juliet can be used in order to show students universal themes and how 

classical literature to a very large degree still influences contemporary literature and culture 

and by extension how knowing classical literature can be important to students today. 

A number of female authors are included in the literature lists used by the teachers, including 

theBrontës, Mary Shelley and Austen. The reason the teachers have chosen to include these 

writers is not only because recent demands for including more female authors in literature 

education in schools, but also because these works add different aspects when it comes to 

exploring English culture and history. Through their choices the teachers work actively to 

show students that women are capable of producing works of literature that can be admired 

for hundreds of years. On the subject of the inclusion of female authors, David says the 

following: 

 

I believe that it is very important to include female writers and stories that revolve 

around female protagonists. Both to achieve a more equal education and teaching 

students equality and the importance of female authors, but also to make female voices 

and their history in the English society visible. 

 

David also stresses the importance of using books that are challenging enough for students to 

develop, but not too difficult or otherwise they may inhibit the students. He argues that when 

choosing which books to read, it is important to always match the text to their current 

proficiency and level. A book that is too easy for the students may lead to the students not 
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developing their language very little, or at all, while a too challenging book would give them 

a hard time following the plot and details and make them lose interest in reading.  

Daisy, on the other hand, uses about an equal amount of classical and 

contemporary literature: “I find that it is often hard enough to get my students to read at all. 

Therefore, I sometimes resort to assigning them contemporary novels such as Hunger Games 

by Suzanne Collins and allow my students a greater freedom in choosing literature for 

themselves.” By giving her students a greater freedom of choice, she hopes to make her 

students more motivated when reading the books and more inclined to participate during her 

lessons. When Daisy gives her students the opportunity to choose books themselves she does 

it with the reservation that she must approve the choice first. This is because she feels that 

students often choose books that are too easy for them, preventing them from being exposed 

to language at a sufficient level for them to improve their language acquisition. 

Another aspect that the teacherspay attention to when choosing literature for their 

classes is the intended purpose of the reading,as well as which activities they want to use 

when working with the literature. Sometimes the teachers want tohighlight certain questions 

or themes and discuss them with their students, which limit the teachers when it comes to 

choosing literature. In these cases the teachers assign a specific book for the students to read, 

in order for all students to be able to take part in these activities. Angelica gives an example of 

this from a class she taught this spring: 

 

Often, when we are using literature, I have a specific content and purpose in mind. For 

example, this spring my students read Pride and Prejudice and then watched Bridget 

Jones’s Diary, as a means of discussing prejudices and as a way of showing cultural 

differences and similarities between England in the 19
th

 century and our contemporary 

society. 

As exemplified by Angelica’s statement, the literature is chosen with a specific purpose in 

mind, and often used to promote discussions that revolve around cultural and social 

comparisons. 

 

All three teachers agreed that having their students read the same book makes it easier for 

them to use literature as a means of teaching them more than language itself. By using the 

stories, messages and themes of books, the teachers are able to improve the students’ abilities 
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to reason, discuss and develop their thinking. However, choosing the appropriate literature is 

not easy, and the participants are sometimes struggling when choosing their texts. Daisy says 

that she sometimes struggles with students who want to read a particular book that she does 

not deem appropriate because it may contain improper language use that could inhibit the 

students’ language development. To Angelica and David classroom discussions about the 

book and activities using the book are an important part of the lessons and therefore all 

students read the same book. However, Angelica adds, the gap between students’ reading 

proficiency and understanding are sometimes a concern: “Books that I use as the basis for 

instruction in whole classes must suit all levels of students in the class, and it is no easy task 

to find suitable literature.” Choosing literature to be used by the entire class is therefore not 

easily done. It has to suit the students’ levels as accurately as possible in order for the students 

to comprehend the content and meaning of the text and for them to be able to reflect upon it 

and take part in the activities, and at the same time be challenging enough so that students 

have the opportunity to develop their language in terms of reading comprehension, vocabulary 

and overall proficiency. Reading individually is a viable option, but then it is harder to gather 

the students and perform the commonactivities and discussions. 

 

4.3 Designing literature instruction 

When the teachers design the literature instruction for their English courses they always start 

from the course plan for that specific course, examining the core content and the 

communication and knowledge requirements for the course in order to get a clear view of 

what the document demands. When the teachers have established what the course document 

demands in terms of content they construct a plan for how they are going to use literature in 

their classroom, and for what purpose. Angelica starts her planning in the following manner: 

“When it’s time to plan the literature segment for a course, I start by looking at the course 

documents and then plan out the content and methods according to what I want my students to 

learn.”Daisy, Angelica and David are unanimous when it comes to using discussions as a tool 

when dealing with literature in the classroom. They feel that discussions are an important part 

of the reading process since it is an opportunity for the students to reflect upon what they have 

read and share their thoughts and ideas with the other students. Davidpoints out that 

“discussions play an important role in my literature instruction. It’s a chance for students to 
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share and take part of other students’ experiences.” Discussions based on a book are also a 

good way to helps students gain confidence in speaking English according to the teachers, as 

argued by Angelica: “Many of my students have low self-esteem and are very nervous when 

speaking English. However, I find that they often are more relaxed and confident when 

talking about a book, especially if they have questions that they can focus their discussion 

on.” Daisy argues that it is difficult to get students to speak in larger groups, and only a few of 

her students are actively taking a part in the discussions. Instead, she often divides her class 

into smaller groups in which her students feel more comfortable. In addition to discussions, 

the teachers often use “reading logs” and other written assignments to make sure that all 

students have read the texts and to process the contents of the books further. The reading logs 

used by the teachers are in many ways similar to journals. They often consist of a small 

notebook in which the students make notes on what they read throughout the reading process. 

These notes can then help students remember what they have read and to keep track of the 

events and characters of the text. The teachers said that they see these reading logs as 

beneficial tools to help keep students motivated since they aid in providing a better reading 

experience for the students. Another beneficial aspect of using reading logs is that they enable 

the teachers to monitor the students’ reading tempo, whether they keep up with the reading or 

not. The discussions that the teachers conduct in the classes often revolve around certain 

aspects and themes of the text and usually with a specific goal in mind, as exemplified by 

David: 

 

I often use discussions as a means of getting my students to think and talk about 

ethical standpoints and characters’ behaviours and reasoning…. These discussions 

help students appreciate the literature more as they connect deeper with the texts, and 

also get them thinking about their own feelings and the feelings and motives of others.  

 

Thus, the teachers use discussions as a tool in helping students to connect with the texts and to 

make them reflect on what they read throughout the reading process. 

 

The teachers also use discussions as a means of helping the students connect to the 

history and culture that is portrayed in the books. The discussions help the students pinpoint 

similarities and differences based on their own experiences and therefore also serve as a way 
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to make the different cultures and origins of the students visible. In addition, discussions that 

revolve around history and culture also promote a historical perspective, which helps students 

connect with the past and help them understand their own place in history. Angelica had the 

following to say about this: 

 

Many of the discussions I have in classes include a historical perspective where 

students discuss similarities and differences based on their own experiences and 

the time we live in now. This serves as a way of helping students understand the 

society in which the book was written, but also to understand their own history 

and culture and that of others. 

 

Angelica uses discussions as a way for students to connect to the literature and to the society 

in which it was written. The discussions also serve as a way for students to reflect on their 

own society and their place in history. 

 

In addition to using discussions and reading journals, the teachers also use 

various forms of written assignments as a way of examining how well the students have learnt 

the intended content and skills, ranging from the students’ abilities to interpret texts according 

to different literary criticism theories to their ability to write a book review that is more based 

on their own understanding of the text and its’ messages. Angelica also includes a glossary 

test to check whether her students have learnt new words to a satisfactory level. The written 

assignments help the teachers in grading and assessing students’ performances since 

discussions do not cover all aspects and some students are not active during the 

discussions.By combining discussions and written assignments, the teachers participating in 

this study seem to agree with the results of research conducted by Papadima-Sophocleous, 

which pointed to a combination of the two as an effective way to increase student motivation 

and learning. 
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4.4 Challenges ESL teachers face when teaching 

literature 

The participants of this study have in the recent years discovered that it is increasingly 

difficult to keep their students focused on reading. They find it hard to motivate students and 

get them to read books. When designing the literature instruction for their course the teachers 

try to find ways to make the process more interesting and easily digestible for their students in 

an effort to handle their students’ lack of motivation. As David expressed it: “When 

introducing a book that I want my students to read in class, I always start by explaining how 

the book is relevant to them.”He thus tries to make an initial connection between the students 

and the book in question. Another factor that the teachers have trouble with is having their 

students finish their books in time, which is one reason they have introduced reading logs to a 

greater extent.In Daisy’s words,“Since I had a problem with students not finishing their books 

on time… I started using reading logs more and more. Now, I can see that my students read 

their books and keep up with the reading pace, it is also a tool for the students to reflect on 

what they have read.”Designing literature instruction to be interesting and to help students 

connect to the literature is important in order to motivate students to read. Discussions and 

reading logs can be helpful aids in this.  

Angelica and David, who make use of classroom discussions to a greater extent than 

Daisy, also use movies and shorter clips available through DVD and the Internet as part of the 

literature segments as way of exposing students to the stories of the books, and as a basis for 

further discussions. The use of movies and short clips may also be a medium to which 

students are more accustomed and does not require as much from them. However, it does not 

substitute the reading of novels or dramas, but serves as a way to cover more literature and 

culture in a shorter amount of time.  As David puts it, “I use movies to cover more literature 

since the time we have is limited. The movie can then be used in very much the same way as 

books as the basis for discussions.”As experienced by the teachers, modern media in the form 

of movies can be viable ways to access literature and can, like literature, be used as the basis 

for classroom discussions in a similar way. However, it cannot replace proper extensive 

reading, but serve as an easy way to cover more. 

David, Angelica and Daisy view students’ easy access to the Internet as troublesome at 

times. They all experience that students often neglect their reading and instead turn to the 
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Internet to find reviews, book reports and summaries on the books they are supposed to read, 

which to a great extent defeats the purpose of using literature in the classroom. They also 

experience an increase in plagiarism, where students make use of secondary sources and then 

hand in work that is riddled with excerpts from sources found online. However, in recent 

years the teachers have begun using software such as Urkund that automatically detects 

plagiarism, which to an extent has helped. David believes that there are several reasons 

behind the increase in plagiarism: “Since students today have such easy access to the Internet, 

we see an increase in the amount of hand-ins that have been plagiarised. Students often turn to 

sources online when they feel like they need help or are feeling pressured to finish an 

assignment quickly.”There could be many other reasons as to why students plagiarise, but the 

reasons given by David are possible to counteract by giving the students more help and time 

when needed. 

 

 

5 Discussion 

It is finally time to summarise and come to a conclusion regarding the findings of this study. 

The discussion is structured according to the questions found in the beginning of the essay.I 

will summarise the results of the study and use the results to identify patterns that have 

surfaced. 

The first question that was examined concerned whatpurposes the participants 

believed that literature could serve in the classroom. The results showed that the teachers 

believing that literature primarily serves as a means of achieving goals and stipulations set by 

the curriculum and course documents. However, the teachers also provide a number of other 

useful applications for literature, indicating that it can serve many functions and applications 

in the classroom. One such application is to develop the students’ proficiency by exposing 

them to new words and more complex sentences, thereby using literature as a source for what 

Krashen calls comprehensible input(Hedge 10).There is a strong belief among thethree 

teachers that the texts their students normally read is not challenging enough to aid in 

developing their language proficiency, sparking the need of including literature in their 

classrooms.Another aspect of reading literature that was brought up was its positive impact on 
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students’ reading comprehension and how it makes them more used to reading books in 

English, since the participants felt that students’ were unaccustomed to reading English books. 

It therefore seems that the teachers of this study share many of the opinions regarding the role 

of literature as an aid in developing students’ reading comprehension and general language 

development held by researchers in this area, including JelenaBobkina, which was discussed 

earlier in this essay. 

The second question concerns the selection of literature. Among the participants 

there was a tendency towards choosing primarily classical works of literature. One of the 

main reasons behind this was, once again, to fulfil the stipulations of the curriculum as the 

teachers use these works of literature serve as a way of approaching English culture and 

history. The settings, characters, stories and themes of the books were vital when it came to 

choosing the appropriate literature for the students in order to keep them interested. These 

factors were also important when it came to providing the students with meaningful topics for 

discussions.An interesting finding of this study is the growing number of female authors and 

stories revolving around female protagonists and independent females that are included in the 

selection of literature. This enables the teachers to direct their students’ attention to 

discussions surrounding gender equality and the role of women throughout history. Another 

aspect that the teachers take into account when choosing literature is balancing the difficulty 

of the language in the books with the current level of proficiency of their students, very much 

in accordance with Krashen’s comprehensible input hypothesis. By choosing a book of the 

correct difficulty, the teachers maximize their students’ potential of developing their language 

as well as expanding their mind-sets. 

The third question concerns how the teachers designed their literature 

instruction and what methods they used. All three participants used discussions to a great 

extent in the reading process, claiming that it is an effective way of making their students 

reflect on important issues and take part in the thoughts, ideas and experiences of others. 

Using discussions and encouraging students to create meaning and knowledge together is a 

strong indicator that constructivism plays a big part in their classrooms, which is also visible 

in how the teachers choose literature that they can help students feel a connection to. In 

addition to using discussions the teachers also make use of reading logs, which helps students 

reflect on what they read throughout the reading process. The discussions and reading logs are 

often complemented by more formal written assignments. It is clear that the teachers try to 
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help their students form a connection to the literature and give them what Bradford calls a 

true literary experience. They seem to appreciate that the reading experience in itself is vital 

for literature to be useful in language learning. There is also a strong inclination towards using 

both cognitive and social reading models, where different methods are used in combination in 

order to gain more from the literature. The students often start with reading and interpreting 

the literature, a cognitive process, which then is developed into a social process where the 

student reflects on the text in light of his or hers own culture and life. The social aspect is 

further developed when the students take part in discussions, exchange ideas and experiences 

with each other. 

The fourth question concernsthe challenges that the teachers face when using 

literature in the classroom and what measures the teachers take. The participant of this study 

all experienced that using English literature as part of their instruction in the classrooms has 

become increasingly difficult. It is difficult for them to make the students interested in reading 

and finishing their assignments and students often have trouble focusing on extensive reading. 

The teachers have, in part, addressed the problems by introducing new methods such as 

reading logs and other efforts to make the books more appealing to students. It would be 

interesting to further examine the origin and cause of students’ lack of interest towards 

literature and possible ways to counter-act it. 

To conclude with a personal observation, the answers from the three teachers 

show the importance of using English literature in the ESL classroom. I believe that English 

literature is not used to the extent that it should be in many schools. As shown in this study, 

there are numerous ways in which extensive reading of English literature can be beneficial 

when it comes to both language and cognitive development. From my own experiences I can 

see that the role of English in the Swedish society and in upper education is becoming more 

and more significant. The globalization of the Swedish society is apparent both in the buisness 

world with an ever increasing exchange, and connection, between companies of various 

nationalities and in the upper education with an increasing amount of course material written 

in English. The demand for students and citizens to reach a high level of proficiency in the 

English language is increasing in the Swedish society, yet students’ results are declining in 

studies such as PISA. Since Swedish students are falling behind in their reading 

comprehension it is extremely important that we reverse this negative trend, and a key 
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factorto achieve this goal could be the systematic introduction of a program involving a more 

extensive reading of literature. 
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Interview questions 

 

How do you choose which books to assign students? 

What books do you typically choose? 

- Do you have certain criteria? 

-Which authors do you include? – Why? 

-Are female authors included? -Why/why not? 

- How do you handle female authors and characters? 

Which genres and type of books do you assign your students? – Why? 

 

In which courses do you use English literature/extensive reading? 

- If used in English 5 – Why? 

-To what extent is it used in respective course?  

What is/are the overall aspects of using literature in ESL teaching? 

 

What role do you believe that literature plays in ESL teaching/learning? 

What purposes do you believe that literature can serve in the classroom? 

 

- How do you view literature in regards to: 

 fulfilling goals 

 improving vocabulary 

 language proficiency 

 reading comprehension 

etc. 

How do you go about planning a segment using extensive reading? 

- What methods do you use the most? Why? With what goals in mind? 

If dicussions: How do you use discussions? Themes/topics/perspectives? 

 

-What are the advantages of that/those methods? 

 

What challenges do you meet when using literature in the classroom? 

- How do you overcome these challenges? 
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