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ABSTRAC'l' 

What is the role of literature study in EFL education? 

How can the study of literature make its maximum 

contribution within the total field of EFL education? 

11'.hese are the two major questions which this paper 

attempts to answer. 

The urge that prompted this study comes from the author ' s 

deep concern with the study of English at advanced 

levels in foreign language institutes .in China. Research 

and study of the students and other circumstances at 

these language institutes show that it is possible as 

well as desirable for advanced students there to take 

up the study of literature. 

Literature study was the only approach to language 

teaching before the 1940's. In the modern approaches 

to language teaching, attention has been given to the 

study of language itself, and the scudy of literature 

has been quietly pushed into the shade . It is the 

author's belief that, as H.L. B. Moody puts it: 'the 

pendulum has perhaps swung too far from one extreme to the 

other' . 
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After much research and study about the value of 

literature in language classrooms, the author intends 

to show in this paper that the study of literature in 

language classrooms can be expected to: 

a) improve students' general linguistic ability, 

b) provide an insight into the culture associated 

with the target language; 

c) through rea.ding, develop students' comprehension 

and ability to read between the lines. 

Parallel with these points, this paper is also intended 

to establish a theoretical basis for three aspects of the 

study of literature in EFL: 

Literature as language; (see: Chapter Three) 

Literature as experience; (see: Chapter Four) 

Literature as art. (see: Chapter Five). 

In Chapter Six of this paper, tentative suggestions are 

given concerning the problems of selecting appropriate 

materials for advanced foreign language learners, and 

how literature study can be carried out both in and 

outside classrooms. The limitations of the study of 

literature in certain circ~~stances are also conside=ed 

in Chapter Six. 

It is hoped that this paper will serve as a basis for 

further stu~y and research. 

' ... 

. i t~ - . 
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1. 

INTRODUCTION 

What is the role of literature study in EFL education? 

How should this study be conducted in language classrooms? 

These ques tions have been discussed for several decades 

now. Still, there does not seem to exis t an estab lished 

approach which is approved by the majority of linguists 

and e ducators. Literature study used to be the only way 

to approach language lear ning before the 1940's. Its 

emphasis on classic language study of Chaucer , Shakespeare , 

Milton, Dickens, etc. turned out to be rather tedious 

and of little use in communica ting with nati ve speakers. 

This traditional approa ch was criticised and succeeded by 

a flourishing of different moder n approaches, which have 

given much greater attention to the learning of language 

itself. Consequently , literature studies have quietly 

disappeared from almost all the language teaching curricula . 

The sub j ect of this thesis is chosen in the belief ~hat, 

as Moody (1971:6) puts it , 'the pendulUiil has perhaps 

s wung too far from o ne extreme t o the other'. After 

decade s of experimentation and practice , people have 

begun to question the perfection of the modern approaches. 

Some people (see: Rivers, 19 68 :213) predicted that·· 

students having been trained by mod ern language teaching 

approaches will become fluent chatterboxes wi10 are a:Ole to 

9roduce rapid-fire utterances in a foreign language but 
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have nothing worthwhile to say. We must admit that 

modern language teaching approaches have been quite 

successful with the elementary or intermediate level 

foreign language classes, especially in establishing 

students' ability to ultimately think in a foreign 

language and understand it without mental translation. 

However, this does not mean that foreign language teaching 

should stop at the students' aural-oral proficiency, 

neither does it mean that later teaching must follow 

exactly the same pattern. For more advanced foreign 

language learners, especially those who are studying 

languages for integrative purposes, authentic reading 

materials must be gradually introduced. This again brings 

back the issue of the study of literature in language 

classrooms. 

How, within the total field of education, car. the study 

of literature make its maximum contribution? This 

question is the primary concern of this paper. Af ter 

much research and study into this question, the a~thor 

intends to show that literature study in language class

rooms can be expected to; 

a) improve students' general linguistic ability, 

b} provide an insight into the culture asso~iated 

with the target language, 

cl through reading, eevelop students' comprehens i on 

and ability to read between the li~es. 



3. 

In order to prove our point with regard to the value of 

literature study, we are faced with at least three major 

problems. First, there are people who reject the idea 

zrr11wnrx·smerns::t;7tll. 

that literature has any place in EFL classes, which they 

argue belong to the linguist (see: Donal Topping, 1968). 

Secondly, although some people admit that 'the desirabil

ity and need for literature in advanced ESL classes appears 

obvious', they insist that 1 one teaches literature because 

one believes the activity valuable in itself, and any 

other advantage to be derived from that occupation is a 

by-product', and the study of literature should be an end 

in itself (John Povey, 1979:163). The third problem comes 

from the actual practice in China. Some language instit

utes in China do not formally teach any English literature; 

some have literature studies in their curricula, but 

generally, works of literature are treated as language 

learning texts. 

In view of these problems the paper can be said to have 

been devised in this way. In chapter two, relevant 

information about the target students and other circun

stances in foreign language institutes in China are 

presented to show that it is possible as well as essential 

to use literary texts in such institutions in Chin~. 

Chapters three a~d four are in~ended to argue that 

literary studies for their own sake are not appropriate 
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for EFL students. The link betweer. literature and language 

learning and the link between literature and intercultural 

understanding are explored, evidence and examples are 

given to justify the contributions that literature can 

~aka in EFL educ2tion in t~ese two importan t ways. In 

chapter five different forms _ literature are discussed 

sepa.:-at-2ly, in t:i12 hope that it will provide useful 

infor:nation for some Cl:inesc t2.:.1.chers :_n ti1ei.::- approach 

to the art of literatu=e. Some practical considerations 

of selection, extensive and intensive rea.di:i.g, as '.vell as 

the limitations to the use of literature are given in 

As already indicated, tjis paper is intended to ~esearc~ 

~tnd establish, to some extent, ,~ ' ' -
lJ.J.Sl - tC·.r 

1 i · ri.1. turc s tuciJ' i. n E.? L • d11c.3. tion. i ~1 t~:ri~~ 

aspects: 

literature as language; (see: Chapter Three) 

literature as experience; (see: Chapter Pour) 

literature as art. (see: Chapter Five). 

Though these theories are supported by evidence from 

literary works and by quotations from TEFL experts, they 

are, incl.uding the practical suggestions given in 

chapter six, to be experimented in actual language 

teaching situations. It is the author's earnest hope 

•• ..! ..... ;, •• , _ .. 

,. 
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that this paper gives some ideas for further discussion 

and experimentation on the need and scope of literary 

study in the teaching of EFL students. 

I 
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2 . 

THE NEED AND SCOPE FOR LITERATURE STUDY 

IN EFL EDUCATION IN CHINA 

This paper is written with special concern for advanced 

students of English in foreign language institutes in 

China. There are altogether ten such institutes in 

Beijing, Shanghai, Guangzhou, and other big cities in 

China. Students in these institutes major in foreign 

languages and will be interpreters, translators and go 

into any other professions where proficiency in other 

languages is required. In order to show that it is 

possible as well as essential for advanced learners in 

these foreign language institutes to study literature, 

and to show the relevant situation in these institutes 

in China, 1) a general view of the changes in education 

in recent decades is given; 2) the needs and levels of 

the students are presented; and 3) the qualifications and 

experience of the teachers are discussed. All inform

ation and facts given concerning these three areas are 

based on l) articles published in 1 Chinese Education 1 , 

'China Quarterly 1 and other publications, 2) questionnaires 

sent back from China concerning the topic of this paper, 

and 3) the author's personal knowledge (since she has 

been both a student and a teacher in one of these foreign 

language institutes for many years). • 
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2.1 A general view of the changes in education in 

recent decades 

Approaches to foreign language teaching in China under

went drastic changes during the Cultural Revolution and 

in the last few years. Before the Cultural Revolution, 

a grammar translation approach accompanied by literature 

study of Shakespeare, Dickens, etc. was the main tendency 

in English teaching in many foreign language institutes 

and in universities which offer foreign language studies. 

This traditional approach, together with other conventions 

of education, such as examinations and proper classroom 

study, were severely criticised and abolished a l together 

when the Cultural Revolution started. As part of the 

political turbulence, all formal education in schools 

came to a halt for several years. When schools re-

opened in 1972, students being enrolled had to go through 

a reconun.endation system and had to have an experience as 

workers, peasants or soldiers for at least two years. 

The majority of these students had literally no background 

experience or knowledge of language learning at all, an.d 

had to start from learning the English alphabet. For 

about 5 to 7 years, texts being used were all about 

political or social issues in China at that time, ~uch 

a.s 'barefoot doctors' , ':V1ay 7th cadre school' , criticising 

Lin Biao and Confucius, and so on. As a result, students 
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who graduated in this period had very little practical 

knowledge of English, and the little they had learnt could 

barely serve the students' need in coping with any job 

associated with foreign languages . In 1977 , the practice 

of entrance examinations was restored and high school 

leavers began to be enrolled in tertiary institutions. 

Changes also took place in the texts being used after 1977. 

Several foreign textbooks have been used in the teaching 

of English. They include: 'English for 'foday' books 

1-6, 'New Concept English' books 1-4, 'Kernel Lessons 

Intermediate' and 'Kernel Lessons Plus 1
, and other foreign 

textbooks. Partly because of the structures of these 

textbooks which are audio-lingual oriented, partly because 

of the strong influence of the audio-lingual approach in 

language teaching in foreign countries, many language 

institutes in China began to adopt this approach while 

the former structural grammar-translation approach still 

persisted. The result has been quite satisfactory in 

the teaching of first and second year students. At the 

end of the firs t two years 1 study, most students will have 

a fairly good command of the language being studied. 

However, when students enter the third and fourth year 

of their study, this combination of approaches does not 

seem to be adequate a:iy more. Some students comp 2.:aine d 

of not learning anything new, except for the added studies 

of translation and interpretation skills. The few 

j 
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literary works they study as, for example, those in book 

6 of 'English £or Todayr are generally treated as language 

learning texts - learning new words, new expressions and 

doing some language learning activities such as retelling 

the story and so on. There are many factors which help 

to create the situation as it is, teachers' competence is 

one of them, which will be discussed later in this chapter; 

an awareness of how to teach advanced learners is another 

factor - one that will become our main concern in this 

paper. 

2.2 The level and needs of the learners 

Because of the high competition among high school graduates 

to be enrolled in colleges and universities in China, 

(only 2.8 percent of the total of senior high school 

leavers were admitted into colleges and universities in 

1979, according to the statistics given in'Chinese 

Education~ 1980-81, p.114), students being enrolled in 

language institutes usually have quite good foundatiocs 

for further learning. In the second semester in 1980 

a TOEFL test was given to the third-year students in 

the Second Institute of Foreign Languages in Beijing. 

Out 0£ the LLD students who took the exam, 8 0 % scored 

higher than 550 and 20% scored between 520 and 550 . 

.......................... - , .. ,, 

,., 
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T.his shows that the students' level of English was 

quite high. Even so, we can't propose that teaching or 

learni·ng should stop there, and can I t assu.11e that the 

teaching approaches being used are perfect. The good 

result in the test can only suggest that these stu~ents 

should be taught at a fairly advanced level and that the 

study of works of literature could be included in their 

courses. 

The need for an advanced study of English can also be 

justified because of the needs of students in their 

future jobs. Students who major in English in foreign 

language institutes in China are future translators and 

interpreters in various government departments, tertiary 

school teachers, tourist guides, and occupants of other 

important situations. The great majority of them will 

have to communicate with native speakers at personal 

level. Some of them may have the chance to go to 

English speaking countries to work or study. In order 

to cope with their work, they need not only a fairly high 

level of language competence, but a fairly wide range of 

knowledge about history, geography and especiall y, cul t ure 

of the foreign countries. This again directs our attention 

to texts students use. Clearly, structural l y composed 

language learning texts of fictitious situations a~d use 

of language will not be adequate enough to serve such 
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purposes. Authentic reading materials must be used, 

e?pecially in the teaching of more advanced students. 

Charles~ Scott, (1964) Assistant Professor of English 

and Director of the Program in English for Foreign 

Students at the University of Wisconsin, points out: 

in spite of the linguistic unpreparedness 
of our students, they are - the ove~Nhelming 
majority of them - of a maturity which 
demands the stuff of literature. Mentally 
and emotionally at least, if not yet 
linguistically or culturally, our students 
are equipped to deal with literary select
ions in English; and I venture to say that 
we do our students something of an injustice, 
if not an insult, when we offer them 
selections like ~A Day with the Johnson 
Family" as substitute £are. 

Students in foreign language institutes in China are young 

people aged from 18-24. They are somewhat like the students 

described by Scott. They may not know much about the 

foreign culture, they may still have some linguistic 

difficulties in reading English literature, and yet, these 

could be the very reasons for them to take up literature 

study in the first place. There is another factor, be

sides t..1-ie mental and emotional factors me!l.tionec. by Scott, 

which equips stuaents to deal with literary studies - it 

is the fact that students in foreign language institutes 

in China have already made some accomplishments iri Chinese 

literature. They have studied Chinese poems, prose and 
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essays in their high school days, and Chinese literature 

continues to be one of their subjects in the foreign 

languages institutes. These studies in Chinese literature 

are likely to be beneficial to students embarking on a 

course of studies in English literature, because they will 

be fru~iliar with approaches a nd techniques applicable to 

such studies. 

2.3 The qualifications and ex? erience of teachers 

Good qualifications and experience of teachers are the most 

crucial presuppositions for the teachin g of advanced s tud

ents. If teachers were not competent enough, literature 

study would be out of the que stion. Because of several 

years of suspension of actual teaching or learning during 

the Cultural Revolution and an increasing demand for 

language teachers after it, the need for qualified t eachers 

became apparent in almost all language institutes in China. 

·A few years ago, at least in some language institutes 

in China, not many teachers had much experience in 

teaching. Many of them became graduates either just 

before the Cultural Revolution started o r after the 

Cultural Revolution. These people were usually good 

students and were chosen to be teachers. However, ;,ery 

few of them were trai ned to be teachers and know any-

thing about the methodology o f teaching . They usually 

• I 
! 
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teach their students according to the way they were 

taught when they were students. 

::, .. , • • , •• .,.'IMIIMFf ·ss:mer,: ~ 

Since 1976 there have been quite a number of teachers' 

training programmes run by qualified native speakers in 

Beijing, Shanghai, Guangzhou, Nanjing and other big cities 

in China. In these t eachers' training programmes, studies 

in teaching methodology, literature, and some complementary 

studies. to improve the four language skills are offered. 

From 1976 to 1 98 2 there were about 25 teachers of English 

in the Second Institute cf Foreign Languages in Beijing 

who took such courses lasting approximately one semester . 

These teachers' training courses have helped a lot to 

bring teaching to a more conscious, scientific and up-to

date level. Apart from these teachers 1 training programmes, 

there are also occasional guest speakers giving lectures 

on various topics concerning teaching languages to foreign 

students. In 1979 alone, more than 400 foreign ·professors 

and experts gave lectures in Chinese colleges and uni-

versities on a short-term basis. (see : Chinese Education, 

Winter 1981-82, p . 25). Video tapes of series of model 

, • i., teacn.1ng ., ~ssons on specific teaching methods are also 

available in almost all language institutes for teachers 

to observe and study. Beginning in 1978, China has in-· 

creased the number of students sent t o study i~ scient 

ifically and technologically adva~ced r;ations. This has 

.. 
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been seen as an important measure for training scientific 

and technical personnel urgently needed in the four modern

ization programmes and for quickly reducing the gap between 

China and advanced countries. During 1978 and 1979, 

China sent 2,700 students of different categories to 41 

nations. Of this total, 2,100 were sent by the Ministry 

of Education. Apart from this, nearly 100 universities 

have started various forms of intercollegiate academic 

exchange with foreign universities. More than 30 univer

sities signed agreements to exchange students and scholars 

with foreign universities. (see: Chinese Education, 

Winter, 1981-82, p.24-25). This has opened up another 

possible way for language teachers to be trained in the 

countries where their languages are used . Again, take 

the second Institute of Foreign Languages for example, 

the majority of teachers of English have been trained or 

are being trained abroad. Many of them have obtained 

M.A. degrees in TESOL from tertiary institutions in England, 

America, Canada, and Australia. And it is good to know 

that one teacher of French has been awarded a Ph.D. by 

Sorbonne University in Paris just recently. All these 

kinds of training progranunes mentioned above, obviously 

raised the level of teachers' capabilities, and this, in 

turn, increased the possibility of usi~g literature i~ 

the teaching of advanced EFL students. Some teachers 
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who are interested in English literature have studied 

literature in the English speaking countries . A few of 

them got their degrees in English literature. 

Besides the great improvement on the Chinese teachers' 

part, in almost all foreign language institutes in 

China there are native speakers or foreign instructors 

who are invited by the Chinese government to teach in 

China. These foreign instructors are, first of all, 

helpers to the Chinese teachers. Many of them a re 

assigned jobs of teacher training in foreign language 

institutes . Then, the opportunity of communicating with 

native speakers is given to more advanced students. 

Foreign instructors either take charge of classes, or 

they co-operate with Chinese teachers in the teaching of 

more advanced students. Consequently , in some foreign 

language institutes literature is being taught wholly 

or partially by native speakers. 

It is obvious now that the study of literature is possible 

as well as desirable in foreign language institutes in 

China. But problems arise: 'How can the study of 

literature promote language learning and intercult~ral 

understanding? ' and 'What are some of the ma in genres of 

literature that students should k~ow? 1 These and similar 

., ...... 
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questions will be the central concern of the following 

chapters . 

C 2 7 18 

• 
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3 . 

LITERATURE .Z\ND LANGUAGE LEARNING 

3.1 What is Literature i n Relation to Language? 

The long debate as to whet.her literature has a place in 

language classrooms seems to have created a concept that 

literature and language are two opposing entities - either 

literature study only, or l~guage learning only . Does 

this dichotomy exist? An understanding of what literature 

is in relation to language is needed before we can further 

decide whether or what literature can contribute to 

language learning. 

E'irst, an important and obvious £act we must consider is 

that without language, there would be no literature. 

Language is the writer 1 s 1 raw material, tool or 

medium. When we are reading a piece of literature, we 

are in fact decoding what the writer wants to convey 

through language, 

(1971:22) has it, 

in operation 1 
• 

The study of lite rature is as Hooey 

'fundamentally a study of l anguage 

• 
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Another important fact we should notice is that the main 

impulse behind literature is the same as language - t o 

communicate. As W.H. Hudson (1963:11} points out: 

Man, as we are often reminded, is a social 
animal; and as he is thus by the actual 
constitution of his nature unable to keep his 
experiences, observations, ideas, emotions, 
fancies, to himself, but is on t he contrary 
under stress of a constant desire to impart 
them to those about him, the various forms 
of literature are to be regarded as only so 
many channels which he has opened up for 
himself for the discharge of his sociality 
through media which in themselves testify 
to his paramount desire to blend expression 
with artistic creation. 

What, then, is the difference between language and 

literature? Nelson Brooks (1964:100) has provided us 

with a very vivid analogy: 

To see language and literature in the sharpest 
possible contrast, we may compare the former 
to the exuberant, unpatterned cacophony of a 
symphony orchestra during the brief moments 
of tuning up and the later to the rhythmed, 
melodic harmony and counterpoint that respond 
to the beat of the conductor 1 s baton immediately 
aften;ard. The musicians and their skills, the 
instruments and their capabilitie s have not 
changed; what has been added is order, selection 
of the severest kind (a false note, a note out of 
time, even a second 1 s worth of unwanted t imbre 
spells disaster), design, and within the 
capability of the medium, meaning. So it is 
when language becomes literature. I n ten t, 
selection (and its counterpart, rejection ) , 
design and meaning, manipulated by a single 
mentality, now dominate what was a few moments 
before diffuse, tho ugh tale nted, a nd though· 
locally effe ctive, was in the total patte r n 
chaotic. 

----~·-···---

EH -

... 
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We can conclude this section now by saying that there is 

no sharp line of demarcation between literature and 

language, but a continuum. Language is the 1 raw material' 

of literature, while literature is the organized, refined 

form of the art of language. Based on this knowledge, 

it is not difficult for us to ask: why can't the more 

advanced language students be introduced to literature? 

3.2 Reinforcement for Language Learning 

Though it is clear that the study of literature is a 

study of language in operation, very little research 

has been done on how and in what way literary works can 

be related to language learning. 

Works of literature are not ideal language learning texts 

if the concept for language learning texts is either 

structurally or notionally based. It would be very 

difficult to find a piece of literature which concent

rates upon one grammatical feature; for instance, the 

past continuous tense, present perfect tense, and so on; 

or one notional feature, such as greetings or apologies. 

It is so true that it seems unnecessary to say that 

literature is not for beginners, nor is it suitable .. for 

people who have not yet a general idea of the basic 

patterns of the target language. 
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The activity of reading and studying literature should 

aim to serve as reinforcement for language learning 

consolidating and to some extent, broadening what 

students have learnt already in the classroom. 

Foreign language students are different from second 

l anguage students in that they study the target language 

in their own country and among their own people. Usually, 

the only time for students to study and use the target 

language is in the classroom. Outside the classroom, 

everything is carried out through t heir mother tongue . 

Several years of language learning could, in fact, be 

compressed i nto a few weeks of continuous contact with 

the target language. While it is impossible to change 

the language environment for the majority of language 

learners, it is possible as well as conve nient to intro

duce students to suitable literary works as a remedy for 

this situation and a way to increase the frequency o f 

exposure to the target language. 

Language lea r ning is not the learning of language patterns 

and vocabulary only. Language use d in real li fe communi

cations is much more complicated: the same word in 

different contexts might have different meanings; a 

simp l e sentence expressed i n d ifferent ways gives d"ifferent 

effects or emphases; the same form of structure may have 

different functio~s; and the same function may be realised 

~ lo I •. : &- ,... ~'!' ••• 'I.• • 
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.in several different forms. All these subtle differences 

are best exemplified in works of literature. 

To demonstrate the important contribution literature 

can make to language learning, some examples in certain 

areas of language study are discussed here. 

3. 2. 1 'fhe sound p atterns: 

English ana Chinese have comletely different sound 

patterns. When Chinese students of English first en

counter English poems, usually they feel puzzled by the 

indented shape of the poems and the nwuber of words 

actually used in each line, for apart from the modern 

free verse, the traditional Chinese poems are strictly 

confined to 5 or 7 words in each line, and the printed 

poems look like square or. oblong blocks of words. The 

reason for the contrast is quite simple: each Chinese 

character has one syllable only, while the foot or metre 

in English poems is dependent on the stressed syllables. 

Furt.1-ier discussion of the techniques of E:1.glish 2oetry 

is given in Chapter j_ Here, what we should notice is 

that the reading of poetry can help students to grasp 

and notice the stress, rhythm and other important 

features of English sound patterns. 
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About a year ago, when we were visiting the "AZZ's WeZl 1
' 

language centre for immigrants in Sydney, we saw a 

teacher using a very simple poem in teaching non-native 

speakers of English. The little poem goes like this: 

There was a young lady from Niger, 

Who smiled as she rode on a tiger. 

They returned from the ride 

With the lady inside, 

And the smile on the face of the tiger. 

Both students and the teacher clapped hands and walked 

around the room as they read the poem to get the rhythm. 

The result was effective and the learning experience was 

quite enjoyable. As the rhyme in the poem is the 

diphthong taiJ, those students who have difficulty in 

pronouncing it made considerable progress in the 

pronunciation, too . 

This simple poem was taught to low level inte rmediate 

students of English at an elementar1 level of compre

hension. However, as s tudents develop with their lang

uage ability, the study of poetry could proceed to highe r 

levels, as described i~ Chapter Five of this paper. 

3ven then, the sounc effects discernible in literary 

works, espe cially in poems, will still remain one of 

the most important aspects of the s ·tudy of literature . 
. ' 
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3.2.2 Vocabulary 

Works of literature provide a good opportunity for 

students to enlarge their vocabulary and study words 

in context. Three possible ways are under discussion 

here. 

3.2.2.l Word formation 

There are abundant examples of word formation in literary 

works. In Lewis Carroll's 'Alice in Wonderland', when 

the Mock turtle listed the different branches of 

Arithmetic for Alice as 'Ambition, Distraction, 

Uglification, and Derision, ' Ali c-:e was very confused: (p. 76) 

1 I never heard of "Ug li f i cation" 1 
, Alice 

ventured to say. "What is it?' 

The Gryphon lifted up both its paws in surprise. 

'Never heard of uglifying!• it exclaimed. 'You 

know what to beautify is, I suppose?' 

'Yes,' said Alice doubtfully: 1 it means -

to make - anything - prettier.' 

Well, then,• the Gryphon went on, 'if you 

don I t know what to uglify is, you ~•e a simple ton. 

Alice wasn't really such a simpleton since uglification 

was not a proper word in English until Lewis Carroll used 

it. Nevertheless, the process the Mock Turtle applied 

in forming the word uglification is quite valid, since 

many words in English are formed this way. For example, 

simple - simplify - simplification, false - falsify -

'.TIT .. 
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falsification, and glory - glorify - glorification. 

Extensive reading of works of literature can be 

expectad to help students in learning consciously or 

subconsciously the morphological rules of English . 

Some knowledge of morphological rules is essential, 

especially when students read modern essays published in 

newspapers and magazines in which new words are con

stantly coined to suit the writer's purposes. 

Experiences show that continuous reference to morpholog

ical features in works of literature is more meaningful 

and helpful to students tha~ for example, a concentrated 

attack on affixation which may last fo r several weeks 

and then disappear from the classroom completely 

afterward·s. 

3.2 . 2.2 Denotations 

In dictionaries we can usually find several different 

meanings for one word . For example, 'fast' means 

1 speedy' but it also means 'to cease eating · . These 

different meanings are de fined as ' denotations' o.f t hat 

word. Students should be taught to r ealize that 

kno wing the denotations of one we-rd is the same a s 

remerr~ering s everal di fferent words. Using denotations 

is one of the ways wri ters achie ve compres s ion in their 

:irt, a single word a #riter uses might s uggest a nwn~er 

of me arl i ngs . I n one of Heming~ay 's short stories, 

.. 
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'A clean, well-lighted place', the word 'clean' runs 

through the story like a refrain. If we examine care

fully the passages in which this word occurs, we could 

certainly find the word 'clean' used in many cf its 

metaphorical extensions. As Hemingway's hero is often 

faced with problem of how to preserve dignity in the 

face of defeat, the word 'clean• in the story also 

indicates the clean, decent and dignified life the 

lonely old man is leading. Very often, different words 

could have similar denotations. For example, glitter, 

gleam and sparkle, firm, rigid and obstinate, etc These 

denotations are also called synonyms. It is by selecting 

the most appropriate words from the choices, i::.he skilled 

writer achieves exactly what he wants to convey. 

3.2.2.3 Guessing words from context 

Literary works provide us with the opportunity to 

develop another skill for vocabulary building - guessing 

words from context. Students need to be taught that 

both the normal method of systematic vocabulary building 

and ?ractice in making reasoned guesses at words which 

can be understood from fairly clear contexts are basic 

to foreign language learning. Good readers are in fact 

sood guessers o= ccnt2xts; instead of stopping in 

defeat over every unfamiliar •,,.,•ord, they plunge on and 

k '-l1e mo'"'t of " ~te"t rlue"' Fowl,:.·r (196:C: ·. 714'1 :':la .e ·._ .:> •~0.1 . · .-. ~ .., • _ ~- ~ _, ~ 

.. 
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suggested a nurrber of ways to guess words from context 

clues: 

1. The synonym clue: The word is explained by a 

synonym used in the same sentence: "The 

story of the courageous men who climbed 

Annapurna will go down among the annals of 

~ntrepid adve ntures ." 

2. The experience clue : 

quickly if it i3 not kept on ice." 

3 . The comparison-and-contrast c lue, .in which the 

antonym is g ive n in the same sen tence: " .D..lL10ugh 

the I ndians appea red f riend ly , ,:c·2~i t ribes 

were known to live in :.he a rea." 

4. The word-summary cl:.ie , i :i. which ~.he datails 

preceding ·or fallowing the ,...,ord explain the 

meaning: "The f loor s were washed, the furniture 

oiled and polished, and the curtains freshly 

laundered; the whole house was . . ·• 
in , .. ::r.:ac:--""-l-,.:r;e 

condition for the holidays." 

5 . The association clue, in which meaning is 

clarified through the associations the word 

suggests to the reader: The :: hues of 

the sunset faded into darkness" . 

. ~other important c l ue which should be added here i s the 
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discourse marker. Words which suggest addition, purpose, 

cause and effect, condition and consequence, etc., can 

give h'in ts to the meaning of a word in a dis course . 

"Mr Smith is unable to attend the meeting- today owing to 

his ·indispos,: tion 11 
• 

Some points should be noted here to support the idea of 

guessing. One is that guessing is essential when the 

printed words in literary selections are graphical 

records of a person 1 s speech with local or racial accents. 

This has become a quite common technique especially in 

modern English literature. Another one is that not all 

words in a text need to be learned and remembered in 

order to achieve an adequate comprehension of the entire 

situation offered by that text. There are many elements 

that enrich the language in a piece of literature but 

which are not required for basic understanding. A.'1 

approximation is often good enough. Second language 

learning is sometimes compared to t~e first language 

learning of a child. The idea of guess i ng can also be 

justified this way . When children learn their mother 

tongue, they may occasionally ask 'What does that mean? ' 

but mostly they build up their deno"tational lexicon from 

context clues and refine i t over the years . Guessing is 

a natural process of language learning even fo r adult 

native speakers . In th2 rapidly developing world of 

today, many new words are coined, many existing words 

~~,; 1 x 1 -r 1r:1e1 - ·:r:-:·1··0u.......L----...-,~-., •..•. 

• -~. ·•• • ',•1 t 

• 
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acquire new denotations or connotations. Meanings of 

these words usually can't be found in dictionaries, 

but have to be learned through context clues. 

The last point we want to mention here is that in 

-

reading works of literature, guessing some of the unknown 

words instead of stopping to look up every one of them 

in a dictionary will ensure much more pleasure in the 

reading experience and enhance understanding of the 

language as well. 

3.2,3 Sentence structures 

For foreign language learners, the reading of works of 

literature is in fact, a process of applying and con

solidating the knowledge of sentence patterns or 

grammatical rules they have learned already, as an 

adequate knowledge o:: grammatical rules of the 

language is a basic requirement in reading and under

standing any form of literature. 

However, this basic k~owledge of grammatical rules is 

far from enough if students aim to use the language 

effectively and accu:r-ately in their oral or written 

corrunur.i cations. Reading li ~erary ·,wrks and analysing 

some extracts to see now writers manipulate the language, 

\- .r ( . ~ . • . •. ' • 
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and how they select from among all the choices one 

structure that will best communicate their idea, 

could 'help students greatly in using the language to 

serve their own purposes. 

The form of sentences is a crucial one. A reader 

responds differently to the ' same' content in 

different grammatical forms because in reality, the 

different forms usually express different ideas. To 

prove t~is point, an example from Joseph M. Williams 

(1970:261-262) is quoted here: 

l. The President attempted to reconcile the 

different groups, but he failed . 

2. The attempt at a reconciliation by the 

President of different groups was a failure. 

3 . The President ' s attempted reconciliation o·f 

the differen~ groups was a failure. 

4. The reconciliation attempted by the President 

was a failure. 

5 . The President atte mpted a reconciliation , but 

it was a failure. 
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6. The failure of the attempts by the President 

at a reconciliation .... 

7. The different groups could not be reconciled 

by the President. 

All these sentences refer to the same facts, but there 

is a subtle difference 1.n emphasis. Usually which part 

of the action we focus on depends on the subject of the 

whole paragraph: Are we talking about the President, 

the attempt, the group, or the failure? Clearly the 

first sentence focuses on the President, on what he d i d 

and did not do. The second shifts the focus from the 

President to his action. In the second sentence we get 

the feeling that the President did not fail; rather the 

attempt was a failure. Such differences can also be 

discerned from the rest of the sentences. 

It is necessary for students to realize the difference 

between these choices of different structures and 

other choices too. For instance, the choice between 

a participle and a clause, pa~sive voice and active 

voice, and the choice of conjunctions in combinir..g 

sentences together. Great works of literature provide 

us with examples of the best selections of these choices. 

~~- , . -~ •• • .... ; - -- rl • -

• 
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So, the more literary works students read, the more they 

wiil U.'1derstand the different effects realized by the 

different structures. The repeated exposure to different 

structures in context will also help students to familiarize 

with the appropriate environment for each structure, and 

gradually achieve 'freedom' in using the t arget language 

accurately in real communicative situations. 

3.2.4 Meanings in discourse context 

Until recently, language teaching has been focusing on 

the study of phonology, morphology, and syntax. We must 

say that this type of study has helped students in build-

ing up their grammatical competence of the target language . 

However, in order t o understand the meaning of each utterance 

and be competent in real communicative situations, students 

have to have the ability to understand the target language 

at a suprasentential or discourse level . 

Discourse analysis is a fairly new area in TESOL education. 

In order t o see the difference between structurally based 

language teaching in classrooms and the areas discourse 

a nalysis is concerned with, several pairs of terms are 

listed here : usage/use; denotation/connotation; 

competence/performance; cohesion/coherence; signif i ca tion/ 

value. The first item in each pair is the concern of 

grammarians; anc the second item in e a ch pair is what 
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discourse analysts are interested in. One example is 

that materials being used in language teaching are very 

often highly cohesive. For instance, a~ What is this? 

A: This is a book./It is a book. In real communication, 

native speakers' utterances are usually coherent but not 

necessarily cohesive. In the example we have here, a 

native speaker will simply answer: A book. Very prob-

ably some native speakers might say: 

or Can't you see for yourself? 

Don't you know? 

Works of literature provide us with written discourse 

and simulated spoken discourse, which is, to a great 

extent, true to real life com.~unicative situations. The 

following conversation is taken from 'Death of a Salesman' 
1 

a play by Arthur Miller. Willy, a salesman of 63, is 

chatting with his friend,Charley, at home: (p.38) 

W: Did you see the ceiling I put up in the living-room? 

C: Yeah, that's a piece of work. To put up a ceiling 

is a mystery to me. How do you do it? 

W: What's the difference? 

C: Well, talk about it. 

W: You gonna put up a ceiling? 

C: How could I put up a ceiling? 

W: Then what the !:ell are you bothering me for? 

............ ••••>•,-••• .. ••••• .. •-• -+#•~t•,., -~•- 'o(S".•~=--- O • ' '•• ..__, M~•. 

~v>4-aU-d..~.J...-:+...:m- .. o,z=....._.,.,.~ .... ....,,.--~r-,-••· --• ---- -• ,. 

• 
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C: You 1 re insulted again. 

W: A man who can 1 t handle tools is not a man. You 

are disgusting. 

In this short dialogue only one question is answered 

directly. (W: Did you see the ceiling I put up in the 

living-room? C: Yeah, ... ). All other questions are 

responded to by other questions or statements which do not 

seem to directly answer the questions. (eg. W: What's 

the difference? C: Well, talk about it.). This dialogue 

demonstrates that to understand the function or meaning 

of each utterance, knowledge of form or structure of the 

language is not enough, students have to apply their 

'existing discourse awareness in their mother tongue', 

as some discourse analysts describe it (see: Coulthard, 

1981:xiii). The first few utterances are analysed here 

to illustrate this point: 

W: Did you see the ceiling I put up 1.n the living-room? 

Form: Yes-no question . 

Function: Raising a topic. 

C: (Yeah,) that's a piece of work . 

Form: Statement . 

Functio:1 : Showing ad:uira t ion or a complirne:-it. 

II 

• 



Sil$ •111fil:IIHU!-IIJMltTCT ,:.., .,.; - < ·,t ,'t-11,1,; ,:..1. \ ;,- • WMl!tWW'ii 

34. 

C: To put up a ceiling is a my stery to me . 

Form: Positive statement of a f act . 

Implied meaning : I can 't do it. (negative) . 

C: How do you do it? 

Form: Information q uestion . 

Function: Seeking informa tion, following the topic raised. 

Since discourse analysis is concerned with mea ning and 

functions o f language rather t han its f orm , socioc ultural 

conventions and as s umpt i ons of the language speech comm

unity come naturally under discussion. One assumption 

is that speakers adjust their communication according to 

their addressee, the environment, or their commun icative 

goals. Again, works of l i ter ature provide us with abundant 

o pportunities to see c ulturally- governe d behaviour of 

speakers of another cultural group . The following d ialog ue 

i s also t a ken from 1 The Death of a Sa les man' . This time, 

Willy is talking to his bo ss, Howa r~: (p.70 ) 

H: What happ ene d ? What're yo u doing here? 

W: Well 

H: You didn't crack up a g ain , did y o u? 

W: Oh, no. No • •.• 

H: Geez, you ha d me worried t here for a rainute . 

What's the trouble? 

W: Well , tell you the truth, Howa rd. I've come t o 

;~c.M,»;Jili .. ~.t:.r:?::l1:,;<r><o<1•••;,1t-;:r-..;"''?"""'""F"'ZZl""''"'tr!'"'""'""w.,._,,_._, ____ v __ .,. .. ·•••---•··- - · 
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the decision that I'd rather not travel any 

more. 

H: Not travel! Well, what'll you do? 

W: Remember, Christmas time, when you had the party 

here? You said you'd try to think of some 

spot for me here in town. 

H: With us? 

W: Well, sure. 

H: Oh, yeah, yeah. I remember. 

think of anything for you, 

Well, I couldn 1 t 

Willy. 

W: I tell ya, Howard. The kids a~e all grown up, 

y'know. I don't need much any more. If I 

could take home - well, sixty-five dollars a 

week, I could swing it. 

H: Yeah, but Willy, see I -

W: I tell ya why, Howard, Speaking frankly and 

between the two of us, y'know - I'm just a 

little tired. 

H: Oh, I could understand that, Willy. But you're 

a road man, Willy, and we do a road business. 

We 1 ve only got a half-dozen salesmen on the floor 

here. 

W: God knows, Howard, I never asked a favour of any 

man. But I was with the firm when your f~ther 

used to carry you in here in his arms. 
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Although Willy is over thirty years senior to his boss , 

as is indicated in the play, he shifts into a different 

style when he speaks to him. The aggressive, abrupt and 

rather rude manner he uses when talking with hi s friend, 

Charley, disappears; hesit ating and pleading take p lace 

instead. 

The diffe rent style Willy uses in these two situations 

prove that each speaker in a speech community has a 

repertoire of styles availab le, and is constantly shifting 

from style to style, either cons cious ly or unconsciously, 

to sui t h is communicative purposes . The s ignificance o f 

these shifts are often completely missed or misinterpreted 

by non-native speakers . Generally, the textbooks students 

use tend to give one style only , which is rather for mal 

wri tten discourse. As a re s ult , students' repertoire of 

styles is severely limited, both in understanding native 

speakers and in using t:ne l a nguage to communicate with 

native speakers . Literature, especially modern prose 

fiction and drama, provide us with a n inexhaustible re

so urce of styles of speech in various communicative 

si tuations. The problem is that the common practice of 

li terature s tudy in language classrooms exami nes usage , 

st=ucture of the language and vocabulary only, which i s 

obv iously inadequate. Students' attention shoul d be 

• 
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directed to the way language is used in various commun

icative situations to achieve different communicative 

goals. Only in this manner can the study of literature 

be fully justified in language classrooms. 

The validity of literature study as a way to build up 

sociocultural competence and a way to gain intercultural 

understanding as a whole is discussed in Chapter Four 

of this paper. 

3.3 Develop ing Language Skills through the Study of 

Literature 

Students' communicative competence is usually identified 

and tested by the four language skills: listening, 

speaking, reading and writing. Could the study of lit

erature help to develop the four language skills? And 

how? These are the principle concerns of this section. 

3.3.1 Listening and s peaking 

Listening and speaking are two inseparable language skills 

when communicating orally. In the study of literature, 

various oral language activities are important and nec

essary 6ot~ in understanding literature and in developing 

students' oral language skills. ~-lost of t:1ese oral 

language skills are co~~unicatively based, such as dis-
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cussion of the works of literature, dramatic performances 

and so on. Therefore, these activities will certainly 

require both listening and speaking skills on the part 

of the students. 

Some activities concentrate on one language skill only. 

Listening is the only skill required if students are asked 

to listen to recorded readings or teachers' oral reading 

of poems and stories; and the students' oral reading of 

poems, or any other form of literature, hardly requires 

their listening comprehension ability. In the following 

suggested activities, there is a danger that speaking 

may be overemphasized, since listening is passive, 

receptive and covert; and speaking is active, productive 

and overt. However, we have to asswue that listening 

ability is being required and practised in most activities. 

3.3.1.1 Oral reading of literature 

Oral reading has been long neglected by many EFL teachers 

or sometimes used for some other ~urposes such as having 

students take turns reading aloud a selection as a sub

stitute for the prepared teaching of the selected text. 

~e must acknowledge the fact that many for~s of literature 

are written for oral effect. Plays are written to be 

performed for an audience. So the language in them is 

• 
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designed to achieve the impact which the author wants to 

convey. Most native speakers can 'hear' the shifts of 

emphasis as they silently read a play; very few EFL 

students can do the same. Great works of prose fiction 

are also noticeable for their various literary devices. 

Some passages from novels or short stories are almost like 

poems in their sound effects. This brings us to the 

chief among all these literary forms which demands oral 

reading - poetry. Students must be urged to read poetry 

aloud to sense the effect of particular types of rhyme or 

metre and to appreciate such devices as onomatopoeia. 

Before asking students to read aloud, it is important to 

give them the opportunity to hear skilful oral readings. 

Good oral readings can make a deep impression on the 

students and be remembered with ?leasure. If possible, 

students should be encouraged to listen to recorded 

reddings of literature by professional readers or literary 

artists themselves. 

3.3.l.2 Dramatic activities 

There are several advantages in dramatic activities. 

They could promote fluency of speech and skill in express-

ion; provide imaginative experiences; aid in comprehension 

and appreciation of the literary work being studied; and 

provide opportunity for shy students to assume some ot.her 

-
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personality and hence, help the students in their 

personality development. 

Performing plays should be an essential activity for 

students. Advanced students c ould be e ncouraged to write 

plays themselves. These may then be r e vised by teachers 

or native speakers for language acceptance. Dramatizing 

plays written by professionals would be beneficial, too. 

Many novels and short stories offer situations that lend 

themselves to dramatic treatment. Hemingway's shor t 

story 'A Clean Well-lighted Place' is a good example. 

The adaption of prose into drama is a fruitful and inter

esting language learning experience £or language learners. 

It is also possible to act scenes that are not in the 

play, but which are taken for granted or referred to. 

The addition of such extensions of the play give good 

opportunities for students to develop their writing 

skillr too. 

3 .3 .1. 3 Retelling Stories 

Retelling s tories in students' own word s is a good 

language learning and practising activi ty, and has been 

used by ma~y teachers in teaching s tudents at di fferent 

levels. Stories can b e told f rom different angles. Fer 
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instance, if a story is written in first person singular, 

it can be told in third person si.ngular by students; and 

students can also assume to be a character in the story 

and tell the story from that character's view point. 

Students should also be encouraged to tell their own ex

periences or anything they know which relates either to 

the values or the content of the story being studied. 

3.3,l,4 Free discussion of the literary work being 

studied is an important procedure in the s t udy of 

literature. It provides a good opportunity . for stud ents 

to ask questions, to give their responses and impressions 

of the work and to listen to o ther people's opinions of 

it. Students should be told that t heir responses are just 

as valid as anybody else's. They s hould be encouraged 

to comment on the work of literature, and not be a fraid 

or ashamed of asking q uestions. In discussions teachers 

should exercise control over themselves and avoid holding 

the floor. They should try to promote discussion partic

ularly if the group is usually quie t. 

3.3 .2 Reading 

No doubt, literary s tudies involves a great amount of 

r eading ac tivi ty. The unde rs tanding of li te rature depends 

on the reader's abL:.ity to decipher the wri:.tan :ne ssage ; 

and in tur~ , the reading of literatur e could help to 
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build up the readers 1 reading ability. Novel lovers are 

usually good readers. However, reading materials being 

used iri language classrooms in recent decades are usually 

artificially composed texts with controlled vocabulary and 

grammatical patterns. Materials lik.e these can be quite 

suitable for elementary and intermediate students when the 

emphasis of reading is mainly on the recognition of the 

language in its graphic form. But at a later stage, as 

the emphasis is gradually shifted to a deeper comprehension 

of the author's message, reading appropriate literary 

selections would be much preferable to specially prepared 

reading materials, since works of literature provide 

authentic language and situations in which native speakers 

use the language. 

The skills required for the study of literature and those 

for reading comprehension are similar arid complementarv in 

many ways. T.C. Barret (1972} has developed a taxonomy 

of cognitive and affective aspects of reading comprehension 

for language teachers. It consists of five major as?ects 

or levels with thirteen sub-aspects i:1 all. Here is the 

skeleton of this taxonomy: 

1.0 Literal comprehension. 

1.1 Recognition 

a. Recognicion of details. 

,_ 
,_,,. Recognition of main ideas. 
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c. Recognition of a sequence. 

d. Recognition of comparison. 

e. Recognition of cause and effect relationships. 

f. Recognition of character traits . 

1. 2 Recall 

a. Recall of details 

b. Recall of main ideas. 

C, Recall of a sequence. 

a. Recall of comparison. 

e. Recall of cause and effect relationships. 

f. Recall of character 

2.0 Reorganisation. 

2.1 Classifying. 

2.2 Outlining. 

2.3 Summarising 

2.4 Synthesising. 

traits. 

3.0 Inferential comprehension. 

3.1 Inferring supporting details. 

3.2 Inferring main ideas. 

3.3 Inferring sequence. 

3.4 Inferring comparisons. 

3.5 Inferring cause and effect relationships. 
I 

3.6 Inferring character traits. 

3.7 Predicting outcomes. 

3.8 Interpreting figurative language. 

4.0 Evaluation. 

MM ti L 
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4.1 Judgments of reality or fantasy. 

4.2 Judgments of £act or opinion. 

~t M :tiW 

4.3 Judgments of adequacy and validity. 

4.4 Judgments of appropriateness. 

fl 

4.5 Judgments of worth, desirability and acceptability. 

5.0 Appreciation. 

5.1 Emotional response to the content. 

5.2 Identification with character or incidents. 

5.3 Reactions to the author's use of language. 

5. 4 Imagery. 

To reach any of these taxonomy levels, especially 3.0 

Inferential comprehension, 4.0 Evaluation, and 5.0 

Appreciation, appropriate literary selections are obviously 

the best choice. Skills needed in reading works cf liter

ature will be discussed in some detail in Chapter Five. 

They are primarily concerned with the understanding of 

setting, plot, figurative language, symbolism a~d so on. 

In a sense, the study of these skills in understanding 

works of' literature is also the study of reading skills. 

Further examination of intensive and extensive reading 

takes place in Chapter Six. 

3.3 The link with cornoosition 

Writing skills can be greatly improved through the 5tudy 

of literature. First, there are good examples of writing 

.. 
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strategies in literature for us to study and imitate. 

Secondly, ideas in a piece of literature can serve as 

springboards for composition~ and imaginary episodes can 

be added to the existing stories. Finally, for the 

advanced students interpretive and critical writing 

could deepen their understanding and appreciation of the 

work of literature being studied. 

3.3.1 Imitating writing strategies 
.. 

An advanced writing course primarily involves the teaching 

of writing strategies, such as exposition, argumentation, 

description, narration, comparison and contrast, and so on. 

In literary works there are always passages which could 

illustrate the strategies of these different kind of 

writings. For example, after reading a descriptive 

passage from a piece of literature chosen carefully by 

the teacher, students can go on to analyse the patterns of 

the passage, and then write a passage of their own which 

fits with these patterns. 

3.3.2 Imaginarj e p isodes 

Writing imaginary episodes to fit into existing stories 

usually sets the students off quickly into writing without 

too much hesitation. Imaginary episodes can be added to 

stories which are open-ended. 'The lady or the tiger' 

by Frank Stockton is a very typical example of this kind 

of story. Some stories can also be cut at crucial points 

for students to add passages according to how they think 
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the stories should develop from there. The comparison 

between their versions and the original version can help 

students to further appreciate the work being studied. 

The writing of imaginary episodes requires a careful 

study and deep understanding of the original; so that 

the events, thought and speeches invented can be seen 

to fit in consistently. For advanced students, who have 

studied the style of the original writer, an imitation of 

the language style should be encouraged. 

3.3.3. Ideas as s pringboards 

This writing activity stems from ideas in the literary 

text being studied, and relates to the students 1 s exper

iences, their knowledge and opinions about events they 

are familiar with. For example, quite a number of 

university students might have the same predicament as 

John Harcourt in 'The Snob' by Morley Callaghan - having 

come from a quite ordinary ffu~ily, perhaps in the 

countryside, t.~ey begin to iee 1 ashamed of it. Snobbery 

is also a quite common social phenomenon. We are some

times unconsciously snobs ourselves, or even oftener, we 

feel disgusted and annoyed by snobbish people. Therefore, 

after reading the story by Morley Callaghan, students can 

be encouraged to write about events they know or ha~e met 

in their past experiences which illustrate the !?henomenon 

-
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of snobbery. They don ' t have to write about themselves, 

what they write does not have to be true, either. 

3.3.4 Intero retation and criticism 

Literary interpretation a nd criticism used to be the only 

link between literary study and composition. However, for 

EFL s tudents , this activity should be at an a dvanced 

stage -only. The aim o f such writing activity should be 

to deepen students' under·s tanding of the work s of l.i ter

ature. If students fe e l that they are being expected to 

provide judgments which they lack the confidence to make, 

it will only i nhibit their approach to literature. Even 

for advanced language learners, who have a c compli she d 

some literary study in the t a rget language, t he t opics 

t hey concentrate on should still be specific points in a 

work rather tha n an overall comme ntary. Some of these 

speci fic points might be : comparison of works with 

regard to particular a spects; analysis of actions o f 

characters ; di scus sion o f the ways a t heme i s de ve l oped 

i n a work; and so on. Further discuss ion on unders t anding 

works of li t era tur e will be f oun d i n Chapter Five of 

t his paper. 
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4 . 

LI'l'ERATtJRE A..T\lD INTERCULTURAL UNDERSTfu~DING 

4.1 Intercultural Understanding i n EFL Educat ion 

One prominen t aim of teaching f ore ign languages in China 

as wel l as in ma ny othe r countries is to incr ease inter

national understanding by e nabling students t o understand 

the culture of the people who speak another language. 

The word 'culture' has several denotatio ns. I t could be 

applied t o perso n s subjected to education and training; 

it c o uld also mean intellectual attainments r epresenti n g 

whole phases of a civilization. However, here in this 

chapter, it r efers t o the sum of a ll a spects of shared 

life in a community. Every culture imprints a value 

system upon t he individual who grows up within i t . 

Unconsci o usly, we learn from childhood, ways of looki r.g 

at t hings, ways o f doing things, ways of express ing our

selves , what thL:1gs we should value and what things we 

should despise or avoid, and what is expected of us and 

what we may expe ct of others. This cul t1ral imprint is 

mani fested largely through the medium of language. Apart 

from being a vehicle by which facts about culture are 

s haped , language is a lso an outcome o r a result of a 

culture . The language a child learns gives him not only 

a. s ystem f or c omrnun.ica t ion but, more i.:nportantly , i t 

dictates the type and form of that com.'n\.mica ~ion . 
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Many foreign language learners live in a monolingual and 

monocultural environment, as Chinese s ·tudents learning 

Engli·sh in China. In this environment people are usually 

culture-bound. They judge and value everything in the 

wo.rld through the conventions of their own culture. 

Thus, it is difficult for them to understand behaviour, 

ways of life, points of view and so on, of people whose 

values are determined by a different culture. The 

study of a foreign language paves the way for the under

standing of the people who speak the language. However , 

we cannot assume that values of other societal groups can 

be obtained naturally through language learning. It is 

quite common to see students who speak perfect grammatical 

language, but, when communicating with native speakers 

of that language, they might seem terribly rude, p eculiar, 

stupid, or even morally lax in the eyes of the native 

speakers, because the perfect grammatical language is 

very often functionally and context ually inappropriate 

because of the mother tongue transfer. Fo r example, 

instead of greeting people by saying 'Hello', 'How are 

you?', some Chinese stude nts might ask 'Have you had 

your dinner?' and 'Where are you going? ' in English. 

Native speakers of English are very likely to take these 

as r e al information questions, while, in essence, they 

a re only part of the forma li ty of social greetings in 

Chinese. .n.n.othe r example is tr.at in China it is quite 

acceptable to ask 'How much do you earn?' 'How old a re 
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you?', while these are taboo questions in English 

speaking countries. 

Thus, a cmiscious learning of the culture of the target 

language is needed. It can help students to understand 

the cultural influences at work in the behaviour of people 

from other cultural groups and realize that there are 

different ~ays of life and different customs in different 

cultural groups. By observing and learning cultural values 

of other groups, students can realize the profound 

influence patterns which their own culture exerts over 

their thoughts, their activities, and their linguistic 

expressions . Only through the learning of the culture 

of the target language, can the students hope to learn 

to use words and expressions more skilfully and authent

ically, to understand the language being used in the 

discourse context, to act naturally with persons of the 

foreign culture and to be accepted by native speaker s 

of the target language when comr:1unicating at a personal 

level. 

There are a number of ways to acquire an understanding of 

a foreign culture . The ideal one is, of course, to live 

fu~ong the native speakers o= the target languasa, This 

is almost impossible for the majority of language learners 

in China, and in many o t her countries as well. To remedy 
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this situation, some language institutions in Chi~a offer 

occasional lectures on cross-cultural studies, apart 

from the regular studies of history and geography of the 

foreign country. Cultural values can also be observed 

through the media - listening to foreign broadcasting 

stations, reading authentic newspaper articles, and, 

if possible, watching videos and films in the target 

language. There are, nat~rally, translated films, plays 

and novels, too, which is the easiest way to acquire 

some information about the foreign culture . However, 

for more advanced language learners, original versions 

should be recommended, since something is always lost in 

translation. Among all these possible ways to understand 

a foreign cul ture, the most convenient anc. valuable way 

is to read the literature o f that people. The conven

ience of reading literature is quite obvious , since any

one can have easy access to books, which can be read a t 

any time , in any place, at any pace . The value of reading 

literary works as a way to understand foreign culture is 

not so obvious and easy to defi~e . Thus, a further study 

of some aspects of the nature of literature is needed. 

4.2 What is literature in relation to intercultural 

understanding? 

In order to understand the role of literature in inter-

cultural education f or EFL students, we have to , first of 
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all, understand what literature is in this context. Is 

literature written out of the writer's imagination only? 

Or is.it written for pleasure, enjoyment, and aesthetic 

admiration only? If not, what are the other elements 

involved? A careful study of the connection between 

literature and cultural understanding will enable us 

to see clearly the value of literature in intercultural 

understanding and still take literary works objectively 

as the writer's artistic creation, not some authoritative 

docwnent dealing with the history or culture of a given 

cultural group. Three major elements of literature are 

under study here: l) the universal human concern in 

literature; 2) the close link of literature with its 

culture; 3) the writer's interpretation of life. 

4.2.l The universal human concern 

That literature can be a valuable way in studying t he 

culture of a foreign people is, first of all , because 

people and their lives in various s ituations are the 

essential concern of lite rature. In 'Ar, Introduction 

to the Stud y of Literature' William Henry Hudson 

(196 3:10) points out: 

We care for literature primarily on account 
of its deep a nd lasting human significance. A 
great book grows directly out of life; in · 
reading it, we are brought into large, close, 
and fre sh relations with life ; and in that fact 
lies the final explanation of its power. Literature 
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i s a vital record of what men have seen in life, 
what they have experienced of it, what they have 
thought and felt about those aspects of it which 
have the most immediate and enduring interest for 
all of us . It is thus fundamentally an ~xpression 
of life through the medium of language. 

The universal human concern in literature is shown 

c l early through the subjects literature deals T,vith or the 

conflicts reflected in literature, There are approximately 

four large categories: ~) the conflict between the 

individual and his fellows; b) the relationship between 

the individual and society; c) the personal experiences 

of the individual as an individual; d) the conflict or 

relationship between man and the external world of nature. 

Literature enables us to see into the hearts and minds of 

people as well as their outward manners and experiences. 

Mary Elizabeth Fowler(l965:217) says: 

Literature is the record of the attempt of 
writers to express and communicate their ideas 
about man's hopes, dreams, ideals, feelings, 
thought, and experiences, and his relationship 
to society. Literature deals with the life 
of man in moments of crises and anguish, with 
his most intimate relationships, with his 
innermost thoughts and his deepest loves and 
hates, with his "courage, honour, hope, pride , 
compass ion, pity, and sacrifice . " 

From this point of view, it is easy to s ee that works of 

literature are the best of all posstble reading materi a ls, 

s ince they provide ex?onents of the culture in realistic 

circumstances . 
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4.2.2 A close link with culture 

Literature may often be subdivided according to racial 

or geogr~phical divisions that exist among people or 

groups of people. For example , English literature, 

Chinese literature, West Indian li te.rature, Arabic 

literature, to name a few. It is so divided because, 

no matter how widely literary works di£ fer within such 

a subdivision, there is always a marked family likeness 

or general resemblance among them. Even the most casual 

reader will be aware of the differences in literary works 

produced by writers from different cultural groups, quite 

apart from the obvious difference in language . For 

example, the customs, myths, rituals , ways of life and so 

on reflected in Chinese literature will be different from 

those in English literature, American literature, or, 

in fact, any other literature in the world, though the 

themes in literature are quite often of universal concern . 

Literature also has a normative effect on the people with

in a cultural group, and functions as a model of that 

c~lture. Various forms of literature, from children's 

nursery rhymes, folk tales, comic books to sophisticated 

literature in the form of poetry, drama, fiction and so 

on, help to build up people's pride, self-confidenqe, and 

a sense of belonging . Cult~ral uni~ueness i s usually 

ignored by the members of that cultural group until they 

. i 
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come in contact with a different culture. As the world 

is getting smaller because of advances in communications 

and the ease of travel over long distances, we may be 

able to see people of other cultures, their manners, 

cities, climates and so on. But it is only the study 

of literature which enables us to see and 'travel' freely 

a1nong the minds of people of other cultures. 

4.2.3 The writer's inter~retations of life 

In order to understand objectively cultural factors re

flected in literature, consideration should be given to 

Wttttt 

the producers of literature. According to Hudson (1963:14) 

literature 'is a criticism of life', and 'an interpretation 

of life as life shapes itself in t he mind of t~e inter

preter1. Literary works are often seen as mirrors of 

the world, at the same time, they reflect the writer's 

personality and individuality, too. The mark of a really 

gr~at book is that it has something fresh and original to 

say and it gives a fresh and deeper ins i ght into certain 

aspects of life . A single book, however great it might 

be, may express individual preferences, bear the orientation 

of some subgroup, or be confined in a certa in period of 

time in the nation's history. So it is important that 

students read widely works on diffe rent subjects in 

different genres and by a fairly wide range 0£ writers. 
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It is only in this way that we can expect to get a fairly 

complete picture of anot..~er nation's culture through the 

reading of literature. 

Cultural stereotypes are ~1e results of a lack o f under

standing between peoples of different cultures, I t i s 

oversimplification and blanket assumption imposed upon 

a nation or a people. Literature has provided the chance 

for us to know more about people and their cul~ures, and 

undoubtedly, literary study promotes our understanding of 

peoples of other nationalities with different cultural 

backgrounds. The most difficult task facing us now is 

not whether literature can make a contribution to inter

cultural education, but how it can be used to supply 

foreign language learners with insights into other 

cultures. 

4.3 Literature as experience 

In 1 Teaching Foreign-Language Skills 1
, Wilga Rivers 

(1968:265) says: 

The native language is learned along with the 
ways and attitudes of the social group in which 
one grows up, and these ways and attitudes find 
expression through the language. In this way 
the language is an integral part of the functioning 
social system. The psychologis~ Osgood has set 
out a theory of language "meaningFT which maintains 
that the full meaning of a word for an individual 
is the result of the sum total. of experiences 
which he has had with that word in t.J1e cultu:::-al 
envi:r-onment in which he has grown up. 
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In language learning, especially in foreign language 

learning, the meaning of the foreign language has to be 

largely learnt from books. To have the experience of 

language learning in the native environment, even f or 

a short period, is impossible for the majority of Chinese 

students who are learning foreign languages in China. 

For the more advanced language learners, reading 

literature as experience can be a valuable way to under

stand the meaning of ~~e language, and the cultural norms 

and values reflected through the medium of the language . 

Some experiences are real, in the sense that they actually 

happen to us, for example, we may visit a foreign country, 

get to know someone from a dif fe rent cultural group, 

and so on; but the reading of fiction, poetry, and 

watching plays are also experiences in which we may go 

vicariously through all the sufferings, happiness, 

frustrations and excitements wit.h the characters in 

literary works. While being confined within their own 

particular physical environment, foreign language students 

can have the 'experience' of 'listening' to native 

speakers, travelling with them in the fore i gn land , a nd 

observing everything there through the eyes of the 

characters in a book . When students start r eading 

lite r a ry works and experiencing wi th the characters 

all their individual and social prob lems; t he ir 
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feelings of loneliness, happiness, and pain; their reactions 

to war and peace; their sufferings of injustice; their 

lives through drought and famine; students will develop 

sympathy for and understanding of these people who are 

quite different from themselves and will start to compre

hend and appreciate the cultural norms of that group of 

people. In a way, they gain more through literary ex-

periences than they normally do from real life eA-periences. 

As we have stated earlier in this paper, literature 

provides us with insights into people's thoughts, actions, 

their conflict with each other and with the natural envir

onment in such a way that we can see their moral values, 

standards, their feelings and dreams directly, and have 

the closest possible look at man 1 s innermost thoughts, 

which we cannot hope to obtain easily through casual 

acquaintance with people in real life situations. 

asional lectures on cross-cultural studies, and the 

Occ-

studies of history and development of the people of ~he 

target language can equip students with some £acts about 

a given cultural group; literature, however, can piece 

all the facts together and ,,.:eld the whole into a meaningful 

picture. 

T!'lrough. reading about the :.::01:flicts and problems q_f 

another cultural group, st~dents can also begin to see 
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events and developments of their own cultural group. An 

understanding and comparison of different cultures will 

help students to build up self-esteem for their own 

culture; and make them aware of the influences of their 

own culture upon their behaviour, attitudes, values, 

and the language they speak. 

The extent of literary experience that students derive 

depends on their capacity to appreciate works of 

literature. If students are not ready because of 

linguistic weakness, or lack of cultural background 

knowledge, or insufficient personal emotional develop

ment to embark on the works selected for them, they will 

not gain a literary experience; and if a piece of 

literature does not have a meaningful impact or distinct 

effect on the students, the study of it would be value-

less. (For the problem of selecting appropriate materials 

for the EFL students, suggestions are given in Chapter 

Six). In providing a piece of literature as an exper

ience for his students, a teacher should know how to be 

wisely passive, restricting himself to the making of 

suggestions and giving help and encouragement where 

needed; he should remember that the role of a teacher 

in the literary experience is to encourage student·s to 

discover for themselves what a piece of literature is 

about and to help new ideas, new conceptior..s into 

existence. 
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5. 

UNDERST.AJ)!'DING WORKS OF LITERATURE 

For foreign language learners, literature is first a 

language learning experience which they can enjoy and through 

which gain insights and ideas about the culture of the target 

language community before they attempt to study the form 

and technique through which the writer expresses his 

ideas. However, a real deep understanding of literature 

can 1 t be achieved without some knowledge of its form. 

One phase of the whole of literature study is the 

study of literature as art. Harold Osborne (1955:289) 

depicted the relationship between form and content of 

meaning clearly. What he says about poetry applies to 

any other genres of literature too. 

The form of a poem, the prosodic structure, 
the rhythmic interplay, the characteristic 
idiom, are nothing any more when abstracted 
from the content of mea."ling; for language 
is not language but noise except in so far 
as it expresses meaning. So, too, the 
content without the form is an unreal abstract
ion without concrete existence, for when it is 
expressed in different language it is some
thing different that is being expressed. The 
poem must be perceived as a whole to be 
perceived at all. There can be no conflict 
between form and c6~tent ... for neither has 
existence without tne other and abstraction is 
murder to both • 

.?or those students who have the ability to enjoy reading 

literature, it is natural to ask the ql.:estion 'How has 
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the author accomrnplished what he set out to do?' Here , 

if the students can form a basic understanding of the 

author's intentions, they will be able to advance to an 

understanding of the contribution of the author's craft 

to the total message which he intends to convey to his 

readers. As long as the study of form does not begin 

too early and considerations of form do not become a 

weighting, and dry concern, some basic study of the 

writer's art can be beneficial to students both in 

understanding and appreciating the artistic beauty in 

which a master-artist embodies what h e has to say and in 

gaining some ideas on how they themselves can use the 

language to serve their own purposes. 

The immediate connection between the study of the 

writer ' s art with language learning is that the study 

of the art or form of literature will help students to 

develop their reading and writing skills. As indicated 

before in this paper, the study of the art of literature 

is a continuation of the training of reading skills. The 

feeling for form grows only from wide and varied reading 

of literature and from much discussion and comparison 

of such matters as figurative language, plot, setting , 

structure, characterization and so on . To some extent, 

these are basic reading skills whi ch students s hould 

acquire. Understanding the content of any piece of 
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literature gives us an idea of the plot the author has 

in hand; the study of techniques employed by the author 

can enlighten students on how he has achieved his aims. 

This insight into the writer's craft is especially in-

structive for students in their own writings. (See also: 

Chapter Three, Literature and Language Learning). 

In discussing the form of different genres of literature 

in this paper, attention has been given to more advanced 

language learners. The discussion on form itself is 

written as a brief introduction only. For more detailed 

discussion on this topic, please refer to books such as 

'An Introduction to the Study of Literature' by William 

Henry Hudson, 'Writing Themes about Literature' by 

Edgar V Roberts, or any other books written for native 

speakers who study English literature. 

5.1 Teaching Skills of Reading Prose Fiction 

Prose fiction has been regarded as the most suitable 

literary genre for the foreign student. Compared with 

poetry, language in fiction writings is much more 

straightforward, nearer to the language of everyday 

usage; and unlike drama, fiction does not depend on 

stage performance, but presents everything through the 
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medium of language. This makes it easier for the 

foreign student to read and interpret novels and stories 

than.printed plays. Prose fiction is the most important 

component of contemporary literature in terms of 

quantity alone. A great many short stories and novel s 

provide insight into language usage at various levels 

of difficulty, and display a modern cultural environ

ment that is either relatively familiar to the student, 

or else, is significantly attached to the target culture 

of the lang·uage the student is studying. 

In classroom teaching, short stories seem to be more 

suitable than novels, since it would take a whole semester 

to go from chapter to chapter of one or two novels only. 

However, some chapters or sections could be taken from 

long novels for classroom study, and novels could be 

recommended for students to read for enjoyment and 

pleasure outside school hours. Though the prose selected 

for the classroom study of literature may be short in 

length, it does not mean that literary devices such as 

plot, characterization, theme, etc. are non-existent. 

The study of these literary devices should be considered 

in teaching when students are more or less ready for it . 
. . 

Some basic skills for understanding prose fiction are 

discussed here. 
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5.1.1 Studying plot 

Understanding the plot is the most essential and primitive 

level· for students to master before they can become 

perceptive readers. 

There are various methods of plot construction. Students 

usually have little trouble with a plot which presents a 

straight chronological sequence of events, but they might 

find it difficult to follow a story which starts at the 

end, goes back to the beginning and runs on to meet the 

original starting point; or a story which starts with a 

problem, goes back in time to tell how it arose and moves 

forward in time to tell how it was solved. In contemporary 

literature, there are works in which literally nothing 

happens except in the minds of the characters and the 

daily concerns of living are the only events. Out of mere 

love of plot, students usually feel frustrated by this 

kind of fiction, which does not tell what happens or give 

them a satisfactory ending. An understanding of the 

different structures of the plot will help students to 

realise that the form of a story is to express its meaning. 

Many fiction writers are much more concerned with the 

meaning or feeling they want to convey than melodramatic 

plots. 
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When reading stories with carefully designed plots, 

students should be led to perceive as soon as possible 

the l~terary device of 1 foreshadowing 1
• Questions 

such as 'What is the motivation of so and so? Was there 

any preparation for the climax of the story? Did this 

happen purely by coincidence?' could be given to students 

for their own exploration of this literary device. 

5.1.2 Understanding the setting 

tsetting' here refers to the physical, historical, social, 

sometimes political environment or background of the 

story. Some writers describe the setting before they 

begin the story, some disclose the setting gradually 

while the story is already in progress. Occassionally, 

the readers have to infer the time or place from clues 

given in the story. Some students, longing for excitement 

and action in the reading, often skip or ignore descript ive 

writings which may set the tone or mood of the story. 

For example, the description of fog in the opening chapters 

of 'Bleak House' by Dickens, in fact, set s the tone of the 

people, events, moods and attitudes of the novel. 

5,1.3 Studyin; characterization 

Studying characters in literature is somewhat like -getting 

to know people in real life. We can make judgements by 

what they say, what they do, what they say about each other, 

and, in literary works, what an author says about a 
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character. However, unlike knowing people in real life , 

our interpretations of characters in a piece of literature 

have to be restricted to what the author has chosen to 

disclose. 

Characters reveal themse lves through what they say and 

sometimes through interior monologue. An author may 

create a character who professes honesty yet does dis

honorable things. Uriah Heep in'oavid Copperfield,has 

such characteristics. This proves again that what people 

do speaks louder than what they say . The discrepancy between 

a c haracter's words and his actions often expose the 

diabolical nature of hypocrisy. Wha t characters say 

about other characters could be a sour ce of confusion for 

literal-minded, careless students, for the word of a 

person's enemy is usually biased against that person, 

while the person's close friends may be biased in favour 

of him . What the author says about a character is usually 

to be accepted as trut h about that c haracter. However, 

when a story is told from the point of view o f the first 

person singular, the speaker in the story s hould be 

regar ded as one of the characters in the stor y , ther e~ore, 

what he says does no t necessarily represent the a uthor's 

opinion. 
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5.1.4 Discussing theme in the novel 

Not all fiction contains an underlying theme, especially 

some· popular novels, which are written solely for purposes 

of entertainment. However, as we read through most books, 

we often come to feel that there is some underlying and 

yet controlling idea or opinion beneath the surface 

structure and plot of the fiction. Sometimes, such ideas 

or themes are verbalized directly by the author himself, 

or through the mouth of one of his characters. Hardy 

tells us frequently in 'The Return of the Native' that 

the plight of man is a matter of indifference to the 

universe. Sometimes the theme may be obvious, as for 

example in Mark Twain's 'Huckleberry Finn 1 the theme is 

that racial discrimination is contrary to genuine hwnan 

feeling. Themes are not always easy to identify. 'The 

Necklace' by De Maupassant is a good example of this. 

Some critics think that the author is not advising people 

not to live beyond their means, but indicating that 

insignificant, trivial happenings can often give an ironic 

twist to the direction of a person's life. 

Whether themes can be identified in a work of literature 

or not, trying to find the main idea in a great work of 

literature and to compress it into a highly abstract 

statement is one of the most difficult things for students 

----- -
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to do. Thus, a teacher can be justified in feeling content 

if his students think seriously about the writer's purpose 

and try to understand what his message is. The idea an 

author wants to convey through the medium of language is 

different from plot, from what happens to his characters, 

and from the ending of the book, For example, at the end 

of 1 Capriconia' by Xavier Herbert, the quadroon, Tacky, 

and her baby died in the tank, Some people think that 

this character is made expendable, and the ending is 

dramatic, but in view of the theme - the cruelty and 

injustice of racial discrimination against the Aborigines 

- there could be no other ending. 

Before taking up the problem of trying to state highly

abstract themes, students must acquire confidence and 

competence in 9"rasping relatively simple concepts such as 

character, plot, cause and effect and so on; anQ the 

generalization about the themes of a novel should be 

formulated by the students as a result of their experience 

of 'living' through the novel. Teachers may assist this 

process but if they reveal the author's message at the 

beginning of the discussion, they may spoil the whole 

learning experience. 
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5.2 The Studv of Drama 

Drama is· similar to fiction in that it is also compounded 

of the same raw material. The principle understanding of 

plot, setting, characterization and the writer's inter

pretation of life required for the study of fiction are 

also required in the study of drama. The fundamental 

difference is that dramas are written to be acted out on 

stage. Therefore, while in novels there are descriptions, 

explanations, personal commentaries to help the reader 

visualize scenes, understand people, estimate motives, etc 

in drama, all these need to be presented and acted out on 

stage. Some people maintain that drama is not pure 

literature, but a compound art, since 'the literary element 

is organically bound up with the elements of stage setting 

and histrionic interpretation' (Hudson, 1963:129). Hence, 

the reading of a drama script demands the fullest imaginative 

cooperation between the readers and t~e dramatist for 

those elements which depend on stage perfonnance. Drama 

is written to be spoken by actors and listened to by 

ordinary people. The techniqures of oral reading and 

dramatizing some scenes have been proved to be helpful in 

students' linguistic as well as individual development. 

5.2.l Understanding structures of the plav 

Except for a few modern plays, a dramatic story arises 

out of some conflict which nay be the collision between 
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good and evil as embodied respectively in the hero and the 

villain; the struggle of the hero agai~st fate or con

ventions of societyi or an inward struggle of the man 

himself. With some kind of conflict the real plot begins. 

To identify and follow the plot closely, students may dis

cuss the first bit of evidence of conflict in a play, 

which usually tells us what the play or the conflict is 

about; and note the succeeding incidents which intensify 

the conflict and clarify the nature of the tension between 

the opposing forces in the play. Only by doing so, can 

students see clearly the essence of the struggle the 

dramatist is intending to present in the play. 

Traditional drama usually has five natural divisions of 

the plot as Hudson (1963:200) describes it in 1 An 

Introduction to the Study of Literature'; 

We have, to begin with, some Initial Incident 

-

or Incidents in which the conflict originates; 
secondly, the Rising Action, Growth, or Complication, 
continues to increase in intensity while the out
come remains uncertain; thirdly, the Climax, 
Crisis, or Turning Point, at which one of the 
contending forces obtains such controlling power 
that henceforth its ultimate success is assured; 
fourthly, the Falling Action, Resolution, or 
Denouement, comprising that part of the play in 
which the stages in the movement of events to-
wards this success are marked out; and fifthly, 
the Conclusion or Catastrophe, in which the 
conflict is brought to a close. 

t 
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Before the real plot of the play begins, there is usually 

an introduction or exposition phase, which leads up to 

and prepares for the initial conflicts. Since the dr~~atis t 

does not have the time to talk in leisurely terms about his 

characters, or describe settings and situations as novelists 

do, he must carefully select speeches and details which 

reveal, to a great extent, the existing condition of 

things and the relations among the characters who are to 

come into collision. 

The conflicts in modern drama are more often inward than 

outward, more psychological than physical. In such plays 

Hudson 1 s five divisions of drama structure do not often 

apply. 'A Stretch of the Imagination 1 by Hibberd is such 

an example from which some parts can be taken out without 

damaging the total mood of the play, for the play is 

intended to convey its message through .its atmosphere, and 

it is not committed to any kind of plot or action. 

5.2.2 Setting and atrnoso here 

In the printed play, many of the devices which clarify 

meaning and help us visualize the scene and place in 

fiction are missing. Stage directions given in the 

pri~ted play are usually as short as possible. Before 

the dialogue starts a brief description of a paragraph 

or two is given aoout the atmosphere and setting and most 

• , -•~~-~~~~---~•~•-•• """.t..:........&.•.£~•,..;,.•. ••••-•- •-Y~ .,..,_ ·•· ...< •-•~r •• •• 
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of the descriptions are factual. Some people skip over 

stage descriptions as unimportant, too detailed to follow 

and too factual to be interesting. These people might 

find it difficult to follow the essential movements of 

character later on, since all overt actions take place 

in the physical surroundings. What 1 s more they are very 

likely to miss the mood and meaning the scene is intended 

to convey. The scene of a play does not only fix the physi

cal limits of action, it will reflect something of the 

inner life of the play. If we read carefully, we can 

perceive the harmony of the atmosphere and setting with 

the mood and action going on in the play. Murder is 

committed in storm and in rain in television mysteries 

as well as in 'Macbeth 1
; and darkness, gloom, storm, 

rain, and fog often reflect the emotions of the characters. 

To perceiv,e the atmosphere and setting on the printed 

page, discussions on si~ilar situations noticed by students 

in movies o~ on television can help students to sense the 

implied meanings from the clues given. Another way to 

help students create visual images of a setting is for 

the teacher or an artistic student to draw some of the 

details in outline form according to his perception of 

the situation. Other students can make suggestions··for 

improvements as they read on. 
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5.2.3 Study ing characters 

Brevity is one of the conditions of dramatic character

ization. Within a few scenes on the stage, the dramatist 

has to deal with the development and motivation of his 

characters. Therefore, every word of dialogue and each 

move or action are expected to be in strict relevance 

to the whole. Unlike the novelist who can mingle freely 

with the men and women in the story, lay their thoughts 

and feelings before us, and pass judgments upon them, 

the dramatist's comment through stage directions is 

usually very brief, and the personalities of the charact

ers in plays have to be disclosed largely through the plot 

and the utterances of the characters. 

One of the means of characterization is through the action 

or plot of the play. We know the characters by what they 

do. The conflicts in a plot are often the clashes of 

interests among people who have different dispositions, 

different motives, different passions. All these indiv

idual characteristics are gradually revealed as the story 

develops. In this sense, the development of the story is 

the process of characterization. 

Aoart from the plot, characters reveal themselves ~hrough 
~ .. 

what they say: a character's words w il 1 reveal t.he kind 

of person he is; what characters say about each other 

,,,....,,....,.,,.,.,~ 
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also reveals much, not only about other characters but 

about the speakers themselves. Very often in traditional 

plays the device known as soliloquy is used as substitute 

for the direct analysis and commentary foW1d in novels. 

Characters think aloud to themselves and we overhear what 

they say. Soliloquies enable us to get to know the 

characters from the inside. 

5.3 The Study of Poetry 

Poetry is a highly-honoured component of literature of 

any culture. And yet, there is always a feeling of 

frustration among some teachers or students, when poetry 

has to be dealt with in language classrooms. The feeling 

of frustration mainly comes from some unfortunate exper

iences with poems which have unexpected contents, obscure 

references, unfamiliar comparisons, nonsensical statements, 

chaotic sentences, and so-on. These unfortunate experiences 

reveal the fact that poetry will make sense to its r eaders 

only when it is relevant to the readers 1 personal ex?er

iences and within the range of the readers' linguis t ic 

abilities. However, if the poems are well chosen, and t he 

teachers know how to give appropriate guidance to the 

students, most students will be able to und.e rstand and 

enjoy at least some poems. 
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5.3.l Develooing understanding: the o oet's lana uage 

Poetry represents language at its most perfect and most 

meanil).gful. 'rhe use of figurative language, imagery, 

metaphor, and symbols in poetry gives us powerful images 

and helps us to extend the range of our perception, 

deepen and refine our emotional sensitivities and, by 

doing so, makes us understand almost intuitively what would 

otherwise be impossible to express. Learning to under-

stand these devices in poems is not only essential in 

the study of poetry but in the learning of language as 

a whole, since such usages are common occurrences in 

everyday conversations too. 

Metaphors and similes are the crucial concepts needed for 

reading poetry. Often, through apt comparisons of two 

disparate and logically unrelated things we sense over

tones; overtones that would be othe.rwise impossible to 

convey so deeply and clearly. Metaphor and similes are 

not something found in poetry only. 1 She is a doll 1 
, 

1 There are roses in her cheeks' are two examples of the 

colloquial use of metaphors; and 'He ran like the wind', 

'I feel like a worm' are two common similes. Therefore, 

if students• attention is drawn to simple metaphors and 

similes 1.r. poems, they won't find it beyond their ability 

to come to terms with much more complex ones later in 

their studies. 
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Symbols may be viewed as part of metaphor. They are more 

difficult for foreign language learners, since they 

sometimes require knowledge of the cultural background. 

Some symbols have generally shared concepts, the dove 

as syn,bol of peace, and the rose for love and beauty 

a.re two examples. Some are culturally specific. A few 

examples are: Uncle Sam for the United States; Uncle 

?ti~ 

Tom for someone who won't lift a finger against his 

oppressors; and a siren song symbolizes an irresistable 

temptation. Symbols in poetry are often used to represent 

abstract, complex ideas. For ex~mple, in 'The Road not 

Taken' by Robert Frost, the road, which in common sense 

is a concrete object leading people to travel from one 

place to another, takes on the symbolic meaning of a road 

on which one journeys through life. 

5. 3. 2 Develon ing aooreciation: the :Joet' s craft 

When studying poetry, students should spend much of the 

time experiencing pleasure in sound and rhythm , before 

taking up the study of prosody . Too much terminology 

of poetry, before students can give any response to the 

poem itself, can be abstract and meaning less , and leave 

students feeling that poetry is nothing more than an 

c~laborate and boring system of jargon. However, if. 

advanced students can be taught to relate prosody to 

the sense of ~1e poem, and learn to understand tI'-e con

tributions of prosody to the total meaning of the poem , 

there is no reason for the teacher to withhold explanation . 
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Meter and rhvthm: Students may feel as they read a poem 

that the beat is regular as it is in music , swimming, or 

dancing. counting the number of beats to the line and 

determining the number of accented and unaccented syll

ables are the keys to metrical analysis. The names of the 

principle meters and stress patterns might be diffi cult 

for students to remember. As long as they understand 

the system and can tell the difference between different 

meters and stresses, they should be allowed to remember 

the names in their native l anguage or explain them in 

their native language . The principle meters are: 

trimeter, tetrameter, pentameter, hexameter . The chief 

stress patterns in English are: Iamb, dactyl, a napest , 

t rochee. 

Sound and sense: The sounds in poetry of alliteration, 

as so ran ce, consonance, onoma topo ei a and rhyme schemes 

are devices to make poems appeal to t he ear as we ll as 

to the mind . We get pleasure out of listening to poetry, 

and reading it a l oud. Repetition of certain sounds can 

affect feeling. A good example of thi s is from Mary 

J 
Eli.zabeth Fowler ( 1965:271) in her comments on ~~eat s ' 

1 0de to a Nightingale' and other poems. 

-- - ---- -::7:1::r":Ela.• J:;:._· _, ......... .. 
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Without necessarily being held responsible for 
the technical names, the reader may be led to 
notice the humming sounds that m1 s and n's in 
the language produce: 'A drowsy numbness pains/ 
My sense, as though of hemlock I had drunk'; 
the sibilance of s 1 s in alliteration or consonance: 
1 the silken, sad, uncertain rustling of each 
purple curtain'; the long o and u sounds which 
sound like the notes of a horn: 'The golden gorge 
of dragons spouted forth/ A flood of fountain foam, 

5.4 Biography and Essay in the Literature Program 

Though biography is a minor form of literature, it often 

is popular among and informative for young foreign 

language learners. People and events described in bio

graphies are, presumably real and, therefore, reliab l e as 

sources of information about the foreign culture which the 

students are not familiar with. Biographies of statesmen 

or well-known specialists in any area may help student s to 

link up whatever background knowledge they have already 

had, and urge them to go on and read more facts relevant 

to the subject in question. Those students who can' t see 

the instructive human value of good fiction, may be im

pressed by biography. The spirit of the girl who loses 

a limb in Louise Baker's 1 0ut on a Limb' will be inspiring 

and instructive not only for handicapped children, but 

for people in general. Reading and study of biography 

will make students aware of their own everyday experiences 

and, perhaps, provide motivation for writing about them. 

Jt 
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In reading biographies as social, personal, or any £actual 

sources of information, students need to be taught some 

basic knowledge of biographies in order to read them 

critically and objectively. First, students should be aware 

that biography is different from biographical fiction, 

while the former must be faithful to ~~e truth concerning 

the person in qu estion, the latter is fiction in essence. 

However, even in the best of biographies, certain tech

niques of fiction might be used. Dialogue may be man

ufactured, events guessed at, and sequence occasionally 

based on hypothesis. Then, the biographer 1 s relationship 

to the subject may influence the authenticity of biography. 

If, for example, the biographer is the subject's wife or 

husband, son or daughter, the work is usually designed as~ 

monument. On the other hand, if the biography is written 

by the subject's life-long enemy, it is usually biased 

against that person. 

When we talk about the essay as a rnediwn for literature 

study, we tend to think of the various articles, reviews 

on literary criticism, which often provide a convenient 

and comprehensive insight into an author's work and his 

outlook. However, essays of this type can sometimes be 

difficult for students, since these essays are abou·t quite 

abstract ideas and are written for trained minds and 

specialists. For language l earners essays re commended for 

study should be articles, features or colurnns published 

in newspapers and magazines. As ~oody (1971:79) has 
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pointed out: 

Many busy writers and thinkers, with urgent ideas 
and messages to communicate, have made use of 
the most direct form of communication ... Imag
ination and insight, after all, are not the special 
prerogatives of the restricted number of writers 
who prefer to use the traditional literary forms: 
they belong to all who can see significance in 
the varying situations of human life, and can put 
words together in any way which conveys that 
significance effectively. 

From a large variety of essay articles in various kinds of 

publications, it is not difficult to choose some articles 

appropriate for language learners both in form and in 

content. The forms of essays can be classified as: 

formal, informal, personal, familiar, descriptive, reflect

ive, philosophic, critical, abstract , factual, and so on. 

The content of essays is limitless, it may concern history, 

society, psychology to the most personal matters such as 

marriage and family life. Such a variety of content i s 

su.re to be of great value for the for eign language 

students as a provider of insight into another culture . 

-- - - ---e·...,..:4.- ..... ~ - . ...... - - - - - - ·-. -- ·· 
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SOME PR.~CTICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

In this chapter tentative suggestions are given concerning 

Intensive and Extensive Reading activities, the problem of 

selecting appropriate materials for the EFL students and 

limitations of the study of literature under some certain 

circumstances. These problems are practical and crucial 

for teachers in their actual teaching in classrooms. Some 

teaching activities have already been presented in the 

previous three chapters together with the three broad 

categories sugge~ted: 

literature as language, (see: Chapter Three) 

literature as experience, (see: Chapter Four) 

literature as art. (see: Chapter Five). 

How do we organise the study of literature and achieve what 

we aim to achieve in these three aspects in actual teaching 

and learning activities? What materials should we choose 

to use? And finally, are there any constraints to 

literature study in EFL? These will be the basic consid

erations of this chapter. As already indicated, all 

suggestions in t~is chapter are tentative, given for 

teachers' reference, and intended to serve as a basic 

argument for further study and research. 



tDMMR·--•• ,,... erw,--a,_w•enrettt ::rt 

82. 

6. l Intensive and Extensive Re adinc, 

Studf?nts' access to literature should include their intensive 

study within school hours and their individual reading 

for pleasure and enjoyment out of school hours. These two 

types of reading correspond to the well known division of 

Intensive Reading and Extensive Reading. They are equally 

important for students i~ their development in understanding 

works of literature and should be treated with equal 

importance. Some teachers and EFL programmes give much 

attention to the study in class, but do not care much 

whet.her or what students read out of school hours . They 

should be aware that Intensive Reading only helps to form 

the basis of the study of l iterature , and without students' 

voluntary extensive reading, one cannot hope that the in

class study of literature will achieve much of its purposes . 

Intensive Reading 

The success of inte nsive study of literature as class work 

depe nds largely on the teacher's competence and his inter

es ts in the work being studied . Some t eaching activities 

regarded as important and interesting by some teachers 

might be considered misleading and irr elevant by other 

teachers. Relying , to a certain extent, o n t eachers' 

creativity, enthusiasm aid ability in actual teaching, the 

fo llowing suggested proce dures and a ctivities are presented 

~s basic approaches to the study of literat ure in EFL . 
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1. Presentation 

Presentation of a work of literature involves the initial 

knowledge of the work and any relevant information which 

is necessary in understanding the work selected. This 

phase should achieve the purpose of preparing students for 

the comprehension of the work at a later stage. 

1. 1 Initial knowledge of the work. If the work being 

studied is a poem or a short story, the teacher's oral 

reading, or listening to tapes by professionals, is. needed 

to give the stuoents an enjoyable entry to the piece of 

literature. It is also to be hoped that this activity 

will stimulate students ' imaginative faculties. If t~e 

work is too long, a representative passage could be read both 

for enjoyment and to recall parts of the story the students 

have read before class. 

1.2 Relevant information. The problem of presenting rele

vant infonnation is a controversial issue in literature 

study. Some critics insist that a work of literature be 

examined as a work of art in itself and not through the 

observations relating to its historical significance nor 
.. 

through the personal biography of its writer. (se e: 

Provey, 1979:163 )" . However, some background knowledge 
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concerning relevant historical events and their possible 

influence on the author and the work is likely to be 

helpful to the foreign student. As literary works are often 

influenced by the experiences and temperaments of their 

authors, a brief introduction about the author cart also 

be expected to assist the student in his understanding of 

the work. The danger in presenting these facts is that 

teachers are easily carried away and spend much more time 

on this activity to the detriment of the study of the 

work itself. Thus, any incidental facts given to assist in 

the intensive study of literature should be carefully 

chosen to serve the purpose of promoting comprehension and 

appreciation of works of literature . 

1.3 Anticipate and clarify potentially difficult references. 

This activity is especially necessary for those students 

who have just begun studying English literature, and whose 

level of English is not very high. Some teachers pick out 

special language learning points from the work being 

studied and concentrate on these points before the actual 

study of the work. In trying to anticipate students' 

difficulties, teachers have to decide carefully what are 

the real difficul::ies which will frustrate them, and what 

are the potential difficulties which s tudents can solve 

themselves. Teachers mus t try not to explain everything 

to their s tudents . For the advanced language learners, 

help in clarifying difficul t references can be given while 

the study is in progress. 
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2. Literal comp rehension 

Literal comprehension focuses on ideas and information 

explicitly stated in the selected text. In order to 

achieve this purpose , t eachers have t o make sure that their 

students do not have any language obstacles in understanding 

the text. In fact, to understand the language precisely 

is another way to define the aim of this phase of learning . 

Activities to achieve literal comprehension and check 

students' understanding could take the f orm of q uestions and 

answers , group reading and discussion, and retelling the 

story from different points of view, for example, the 

sequence of the story, the conf l ict and the reasons for the 

conflict and so on. Here are s ever al areas students 

sho uld be able to grasp a t this s tage : 

2.1 Sequence. Understanding the sequence of events is 

essential espQcially when the sel ected text i s one of those 

modern stories in which e vents are not given chronologically . 

2. 2 Cause and effect relationship . Students should be 

able to give reasons for certain happenings or a~tions in 

the text. 
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2.3 Character traits. Students should be able to find 

textual evidence to support conclusions about the 

character which appear in the story. 

2 . 4 Figurative language. Students s hould be able to infer, 

from the context the significance of metaphor , similes, 

symbols, and so on, which will be the major concern in 

studying poems a~d no less important in studying prose 

fiction and drama. 

3. Response to the selected text 

The teaching of literature would be of little e ffect with

out students 1 initial response to the work being studied . 

At this stage of learning, students s hould feel free to 

give their emotional or rational response to the selected 

texts. The teacher 1 s role should be confined to giving 

encouragement, and g·uidance where needed. Students' 

response to the text can generally be divided o r guided 

by the teacher into two categories, understanding the 

message the author intends to convey, and. judgments 

relating to the author's craft. 

3.1 Understanding the message . 

At this stag e r it is no lcnge r the languase, but tne mental 

and emotional response to the literary experie nce students 

should concern themselves with. Their response can r eflect 

Ii 
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to what extent they understand the piece of literature. 

Teachers should be aware of students' difficulties in 

some cultural specific ideas or concepts in the text, 

and help students to understand them. 

3.1.l Emotional response to the content. Emotional 

response to the content is concerned with the notional im

pact of the total work on the reader. Students should be 

encouraged to express their feelings about the text in 

tenns of interest, excitement, boredom, fear, hate, 

amusement and so on; and to some extent, they should be 

able to give reasons why they feel that way. 

3.1.2 Response to the impact and characters. Students 

should be encouraged to express their sensitivity to , 

sympathy for or empathy with characters. 

3. L 3 Evaluate moral a cceptability . Was the character 

right or wrong in what he did? Was his behaviour good or 

bad? Judgrnen ts on questions like these are very often 

based on students' o wn moral and value systems. However, 

the study and discussion of l.iterature will provide chances 

for students to become acquainted with other people's value 

and moral systems; and through the literary experience 

students ca.n test , enhance or adjust their own value systems . 

-= 
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3.1.4 Infer themes or main ideas. To infer the main 

idea, general significance, or theme which is not 

explicitly stated in the studied text requires the 

students' thorough Wlderstanding of the text and there

fore, is not an easy task . However, the process of trying 

to understand the ideas is much more valuable and import

ant than the final result, and after discussion under the 

teacher's guidance, a statement of the main ideas might 

be put together. 

3.1.5 Relate students' experiences to the theme or content 

of the selected text. This activity is aimed to help 

students further understand the meaning o f the text by 

connecting the literary experience to the students' former 

knowledge. It is often enjoyable for a student to tell 

his peers what he has experienced himself, what he has 

heard from other people, or what he has read elsewhere. 

3.2 Judgments of the writer's craft 

This activity requires some study of the writer's art. 

It can be a complicated study and, therefore, should be 

limited to the students' capability. It also depends on 

and derives from a perception of the author's intentions , 

for judgments of literary art are pointless if they are 

made before students have s ufficient understanding of the 
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meaning or purpose of the work being studied. It is quite 

natural for students to make their judgments about the 

piece they are reading. They may raise questions con

cerning the writer 1 s art and are not likely to remain 

neutral to questions such as 1 Is it true to life?' 1 Are 

the characters real?' 'Is the plot probable?' or 'Is 

the description honest?' Discussion of questions like 

these could be led by competent teachers to a greater 

appreciation of literature as an art and a better com

prehension of literary texts in general. 

4. Reinforcement 

Three types of reinforcement are considered here : oral, 

written, and the formal written test. 

4.1 Oral. Oral reinforcement activities can include: 

oral reading o~ recitation of poems; acting out s ome 

scenes of a drama being studied; and telling stories 

based on the fiction being studied . 

4.2 Written. Writing activities derive d from the study 

of literature have a lre ady b een discus s e d in Chapter ~hree, 

Section Three 'De veloping Skills Through the S tudy of 

Literature 1 
• 
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4. 3 'I'est. Traditionally essay writing is the only type 

of test on literature study. This type of test, however, 

is not suitable for foreign language learners. It requires 

a higher level of language ability than most students can 

achieve, and if students are not ready to make well 

organized judgments of their own, they might try to memorize 

statements by authoritative critics. Thus, the test would 

be misleading. 

What do we expect stude~ts to have acquired in a course 

of literature studies? Moody (1979:93) has suggested four 

categories of textu~l appreciation to be tested, and 

has developed a sample test paper following the four 

categories suggested. The four categories are! 

(a) Information: basic to the structure of 

the work itself, or essential to its 

fullest understanding. What happened? 

Where? When? How many? Names? Dates? 

(b) Concepts: perception of how the basic data 

of each work are organized. What kind of .. ? 

With what effect? Why? (i.Jurpose) Why? 

(cause a~~ effects). What essential problems 

arise? What are the factors involved in 

the p.ro:::i lems? 

(c) Perspectives: What does this signify? Of 

what is it tyi_Jical? Whe.::-e does it fit in'? 

What conclusi.ons do we draw? Hhere else 
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could it happen? What does it mean 1 for me'? 

(d) Appreciation: both literary and linguistic. 

Why is it put like this (so and not other

wise)? What is the effect of this word, of 

that image, of this episode, of that 

character? What type of language is being 

used? 

In the sample test paper, a set of multiple choice questions 

are designed for the first of these four categories, and 

three or four choices of questions requiring paragraph 

writing are designed for the other three categories. This 

type of test seems to be more applicable to literature 

study in EFL. Multiple choice questions are objective 

and take less time to check, while paragraph writing still 

requires students to formulate their own individual answer, 

indicating the kinds of concept they have fo:rrned, and the 

kinds of appreciation they have made. To over·come the 

defects of essay writing as indicated earlier, this type 

of test can also direct students to giving genuine responses 

to the work selected, and encourage students to read a 

work of literature carefully. 
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Extensive Readin g 

J 

Students 1 individual out-of-school reading should be 

part of the literature study within the school curriculum. 

It should be carefully planned, possibly divided into 

several units, with some kind of check-u~ on comprehension 

at the end of each unit. Materials chosen for students 1 

individual extensive reading should be at the right level 

of language and con tent difficulty, and should represent 

variety, quality, and a fairly large amount of alternatives 

to suit each individual student's interest, taste and 

capacity. 

There are a number of ways for organising materials for 

extensive reading. Organisation by chronology, by genre 

and by theme are three possible examples. However 1 

organisation by theme is considered to be the best one 

for language learners and will be discussed in detail 

here. Materials organised accordin9 to a common theme can 

easily relate to the intensive study of literature in 

class, that is, the same theme is applied to both intensive 

and extensive reading. For example, if Robert Frost's 

poem 1 The Road not Taken' is under i~tensive study in 

class, another of Frost's poems 'The Bearer of Evil 

Tidings', a selected passage from 'The Adventures of 

Huckleberry Finn I by Mark Twain, arid 'The Lady or the 

Tiger 1 oy Frank Stockton could be recommended materials 
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for extensive reading, since all these materials centre 

around the same theme of making decisions. If students' 

extensive reading is to go hand in hand with programmed 

intensive reading in class, materials should be reason

ably short. Thus, they would be practical in terms of 

time and can give students the feeling of achievement, 

accomplishment and satisfaction, too. Selected passages 

from long novels as material for intensive study in class 

or as recommended extensive reading materials will help 

students to get the essence of a long novel and might 

persuade them to read the whole book. 

Teachers should meet their students individually or in 

groups at regular intervals of time. Such meetings should 

serve the following purposes: 

l. Recommend and introduce reading materials, and 

helo students to make individual plans . .. -

2. Help students to solve any problem the stu~ents 

can't solve themselves. 

3. Provide a chance for the students to give their 

response to the literature they have read. Group 

work is most suitab l e for this activity, as it is 

more interesting and less formal for a student to 
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talk about his impressions of a piece of 

literature to a group of peers than to a 

teacher alone. It is a good chance for 

students to learn from each other too. 

The traditional way of writing study reports is generally 

considered too challenging for foreign students, and 

students may loose interest in reading because of it. 

However, students might be encouraged to keep reading 

records, which can serve the purpose of urging them to 

read and think carefully and help them to develop good 

reading habits. The following are some possible items 

in a reading record: 

1. Title 

2. Author 

3. Date of publication 

4. Date read 

5. Principal characters, events, and ideas 

6, A brief outline of the story or main idea 

7. Any problem or difficulty in understanding the 

piece of work 

8. Memorable quctations or extracts 

9. If L~e reader enjoyed the book. If so, why? 

If not, why? 
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6. 2 Se lecticn 

Careful selection of mate rials is the first step and 

primary assurance of a successful literature study. 

Selections chosen for students must always be related 

to their ability at any stage. Recommended reading lists 

for students at different levels can be found in Moody 

(1971:98), Fowler (1965!375-380), and Burton (1970: 215-220). 

These graded reading lists can be very helpful for teachers 

to develop their own anthologies of readings based on the 

ability of their students. In selecting appropriate 

works of literature.for the foreign language learners , two 

broad areas should be considered: the language level and 

the content of the material. 

Language: 

Language is the first element needing to be considered. 

If a student has to stop at every few words to look up 

a new word or an unfamiliar expression, or is unable to 

make a rational gue ss, he is not learning anything, but 

is wasting his ti:ne. The little meaning he deciphered by 

puzzling over the printed words is usually misinterpret

ation of the original basic dennotation, and co:ncomi ta..'1. tly , 

the courage he sum."tloned up ,vi l l soon disappear altogether. 

,----------------~--~-- . . •·• .. 
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How, then, do we judge if a selection is at an appropriate 

language level for a particular group of students? Some 

people tried to measure vocabulary difficulty in prose 

fiction against one of the word count lists , which are 

supposed to establish a taxonomy of vocabu lary difficulties. 

However, this does not seem to work well, since these word

lists are based on written English and do not allow for 

dialect, register or style differences. No students' 

vocabulary acquisiti on can be expected to be equal to 

the frequency levels shown in these word-lists. It would 

be ideal to have some kind of grid in estimating the 

degree of difficulty that a foreign student might encounter. 

But, so far, no such kind of grid is know to exist. The 

most reliable judgments on the suitability of taxts are 

those made by teachers who know their students well. In 

the teaching of literature, it should be the responsibility 

of teachers to select suitable materials and use them in 

their EFL classes. 

Regarding the leve l of language difficulty in selecting 

materials, tile following points should be kept in mind. 

First, the selections s~ould be made from conte mporary 

writings. The traditional chronological way of study 

requires us co begi n at the beginning . And yet, t he 

early times of English literature are the most difficult 
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part both linguistically and culturally even for native 

speakers. Contemporary literature characterizes the 

language being used in the present day and thus will be 

of immediate use to students in their need to communicate 

with native speakers. Western culture, ideology, way of 

life, etc, has recently moved so far from that of the 

Chinese that to some degree English literature written 

in the 19th and early 20th century might be easier for 

Chinese students to understand and to identify with the 

characters. However, the cultural challenge of contem

porary English literature might be the very reason why 

competent teachers would select it. 

Secondly, in selecting materials, teachers should try to 

include masterpieces of literature wi t.hout being confined 

to them. Many essays and short stories written by unknown 

writers can also show quite a high leve 1 of selective use 

of language and artistic talent . Students can never be 

induced to e~joy a literary experience, if the text is 

beyond the range of their language abilities, e ven though 

the text in question may be well known and written by a 

famous writer. 

The third point is that chi ldren 's literature i n the 

foreign culture sho uld be introduced to students at 

intermediate to advanced levels. There are several 
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reasons to support this argument. The first one is that 

though the target students in China are grown-ups, it 

does -not mean they won't be interested in some well

written pieces of children's literature. Even adult 

native speakers are delighted and fascinated by such 

books as 'Alice in Wonderland', 'The adventures of 

Tom Sawyer •, 'Treasure Island', 'Gulliver's Travels', 

'Oliver Twist' and so on . In fact the demarcation 

between children's literature and the literature for 

adults is not very clearly marked at all. The books 

just mentioned are great treasures of English literature 

as a whole. Secondly, children's literature plays an 

important role in forming cultural and moral values in 

native speakers. Many characters of children's l ite~

ature have become legend in English speaking countries. 

People brought up in their own culture might think the 

stories and legends they learnt in childhood insignificant, 

naive, and simple. However, these children's stories can 

provide an insight into the foreign culture for students 

of English at elementary levels. The last point is that 

language in children's literature can be very si!Uple, and 

has the tendency for repe tition of words and sentence 

structures , which is particularly good for language 

learners. The following dialogue is taken from 'Little 

Red Riding Hood' to support these observations: 

(The wolf impersonates the lit-cle girl ' s 

granc.rnother, and the little girl looks at 
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her supposed grandmother closely:1 

'What big ears you have, grandmother! ' '.l\11 the 

better to hear you with, my dear. t 

'What big eyes you have, grandmother! 1 'All the 

better to see you with, my dear. ' 

'What big teeth you have I grand..71other ! 1 
• All the 

better to eat·.you with, my dear.' 

Content: 

Cultural associations in literature should be our foremost 

concern when examining content with the intention of 

selecting materials for foreign language learners. 

Some works of literature are written with a cultural 

background which is familiar to the foreign language 

learners, or which is universally valid. Such books are 

much easier for the foreign language learners than books 

based completely on foreign culture and foreign cultural 

values. If good guidance can't be provided for students 

when the content of a piece of literat~re is completely 

foreign, the students are very likely to misinterpret or 

miss a good deal of what the author intends to convey. 

However, as has been stated before, with the help or 
competent teachers, students can gain much more knowledge 

' 
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of the foreign culture and the foreign people through 

reading culture-tied selections of literature. 

When selecting materials teachers should also try to 

ensure that the materials selected rep resent different 

facets of the culture being studied. Some works might 

represent a miner group of people within the culture, as 

for instance, 'Monkey Grip' by Helen Garner, which 

re.f lects the life of a 'counter-culture I society in 

Melbourne, but does not give a general picture of life 

in Australia. If the selection is too narrow and not 

enough guidance is given, students are unlikely to get a 

representative view of the culture of the target speech 

comrnuni ty . 

When selecting texts for study, it is also ad~isable to 

reject those of little intrinsic merit which we re written 

mainly to appeal to t he prurience and sensationalism of 

certain sections of the reading public . 

6.3 Limitati ons 

Though works of l iterature ca~ be o f g r eat value i n 

cert~in restrictions we should =en-

sider when we try put li.terac1.1re study o n school 

-::.: ur :-: .i. cu lum. 
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First of all, there is the danger that the teacher gets 

carried away by the merits of literature for its own 

sake to the detriment of the practical written forms 

of the language, such as letter and report writing which 

could easily be ignored. 

The study of literature should only be part of the 

curriculum, even for the ci1ird and fourth year students 

in language institutes. The study of skills such as 

oral interpretation and written translation should form , 

as they have always done, a major part of the language 

lea~-ning program for advanced language learners. 

Secondly, the value of including literature in certain 

types of language teaching programs needs to be considered. 

For example, there are all kinds of short-term language 

training programs going on in China for doctors, scientists , 

technicians, etc. who need to get f urther training i n 

English. It i s obvious that in 3Uch language training 

programs any literature that is used would have to be limited 

to contemporary prose which is read purely for i t s illust

r ative and supportive value to language usage, and no t for 

the sake of artistic merit and technique. 

-----~------------·-···-· -··-
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The third point is, as we have mentioned before, whether 

or not literature is desirable within the language learning 

curriculum depends la.rgely on the teacher's level of 

ability. Presumably, teachers who teach 1.i terature to 

foreign language learners should be both good at language 

teaching and familiar with techniques for the integration 

of literature and language study. 

The last but not least important point is that the 

students' level of the language, their interests, moti

vation and former experiences of literature study have to 

be considered. The needs and abilities of students should, 

as many TESOL experts insist, form the basis for the 

construction of a language teaching curriculum as a whole. 

The writer is certain that literature has a very positive 

contribution to make to language study. But in view of 

the various constraints which have been discussed, the 

nature and amount of literature to be included in diff

erent language courses and levels will have to be very 

carefully considered in order to ensure that students 

get the greatest possible practical benefit from their 

studies. 
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