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LEARNING LANGUAGE THROUGH LITERATURE:

(..) in literature we find not reference to reality conventionally concelved but representation of
alternative constructs of reality, not actual but possible worlds, existing In a different dimension. These

cannot of their nature simply be recognized by calling up relevant schematic knowledge: they have to be

realized through the language which creates them. - Henry G. WIiddowson, Aspects of Language
Teaching, 1990

1.1 Preamble

After years of strict adherence to the educational philosophy of the moment and the consequent
rejection of all that preceded it, the tendency now in language pedagogy is to avoid any taxonomy in

terms of good/bad, old/new, traditional/innovative practices. As Parkinson and Reid Thomas point out
regarding methods:

- Most ‘new’ methods, or something like them, were present in many ‘old’ classes;
- Many ‘old’ methods are still found, indeed very commonly today;

- ‘Old’ methods may be justified in all sorts of ways, not least by learner expectations and what learners
and teachers are comfortable with;

- In any case, the opposition between new and old methods is an unreal one (Parkinson and Reid
Thomas 2010 [2000]: 27).

It has therefore finally been acknowledged that in the field of language pedagogy most materials,
techniques and activities will work, provided they are consistent with the set goals of the learning
experience. Within this general framework, which could be defined as a humanized learner centered
inductive approach to language education, pragmatic effectiveness in communication plays a pivotal
role and, in order to bring about a conscious use of verbal and non verbal communicative tools, we are
here pro posing further reconsideration of the presence of literature in language education.

Far from being an invitation to the combined teaching of language and literature, or an invitation to
language teachers to teach literature, hopefully the following pages will shed new light on an old
acquaintance (literature) which language teachers have never lost sight of, but which is still not
considered ‘good practice’, especially among those who favor real and contextualized language
learning. This is very well explained by Shanahan 1997 with reference to the U.S. learning environment,
which is pervaded by “utilitarian goals” that influence the development of the language curriculum. In
this context, “the language and literature teacher may understandably feel like an alien from another
planet because (...) he or she believes intuitively in the value of literature” (Shanahan 1997: 166).

Before pursuing the issue, a degree of clarification is called for: what we have in mind most of the time
while investigating and speculating on the possible repercussions of our arguments on language
learning is undoubtedly second/foreign language learning. Nonetheless, in many cases what is discussed
here is equally applicable to first language education and to learners of any age and level of
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competence. Indeed, we adhere to a general philosophy of education which sees the ‘who’, ‘where’,
and ‘when’ as the factors which must be taken into due consideration to establish the ‘what’ and "hov/"
the learner and her/his needs, the set goals, the place and context, the distribution and duration of the
learning experience, have equal importance in determining the teacher’s choices in terms of contents
and methodology. And literature is no exception: the benefits for language learning deriving from
activities based on literary texts cannot be taken for granted, since any successful outcome in this field
largely depends on the ability of the teacher and/or the author of teaching materials to make choices
proceeding from careful scrutiny of these factors. Among the many possible teaching situations and the
theories explaining literature and/or how to use it in the classroom, teachers have to “draw on the
range of insights available, and then to develop an approach appropriate and relevant to their students”
(Lazar 2010 [1993]): 1)

As previously mentioned, we will try to focus on the current relation between language and literature
from a language instruction perspective, mainly referring to studies in the field of English Language
Teaching, English linguistics and stylistics. In doing so we will not be paying attention to seminal
literature on the subject in other languages: there are so many works, from so many perspectives, that
boundaries must be drawn. As to the structure of the volume, in this first chapter we will treat the
literary text in general terms; the parts that follow will be specifically devoted to the different genres

and to other particular aspects of literature.

1.2 On the language/literature relation in educational contexts

Attention has always been paid to the relationship between language and literature in educational
contexts, although most of the works in English were written more than ten years ago, and textbooks
devoted to the teaching of English as a foreign language through a literature-based approach are even
older, with publications dating back to the 1980s. Exceptions are Hall 2005, Pope 2012 [1998], some
studies on the applications of drama techniques in language teaching (Anderson, Hughes and Manuel
2008; Bournot-Trites, Belliveau, Spiliotopulos and Serer 2007, Dunn and Stinson 2011; Silver, Goh and
Alsagoff 2009; Tschurtschenthaler 2013, Winston 2012, and the Special Issue of RIDE 2011), together
with the interesting research work by Hanauer on the use of poetry in the classroom (2007- 2010).

When speaking about the role of literature in language learning, we shall focus above all on the “use”
rather than on the “study” of literature (Maley 1989), i.e. on literature as a “resource” (in the study of
language) and not on literature as “the subject” of study (Parkinson and Reid Thomas 2010 [2000]). But
the relationship between the two should not be looked at as a dichotomy, as if language and literature
were two “poles” (Parkinson and Reid Thomas 2010 [2000]) with no respective attraction. Rather, it
would be fruitful to define them as two good neighbors’ who, due to academic policy, are separated by
bad borders (we will clarify this later). Most books keep the two subjects distinct, attaching a different
weight to each, seeing language as a tool for understanding literature or vice versa; as a result, one
inevitably counts for more than the other. This distinction is not at all productive and, especially in the

field of text-based instruction, what is said about one ‘neighbor’ can be equally valid for the other.

Actually, in many instances, it is not easy to draw boundaries between texts pertaining to the two types:
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Many real life teaching situations have features of both ‘types’, together with a measure of ambiguity and room
for negotiation, and even when the ‘types’ are distinguishable, identical or analogous theoretical reasoning or
Practical procedures can sometimes be usable in both (Parkinson and Reld Thomas 2010 (2000]: 2).

The difficulty in keeping the two separated is often illustrated by the tendency of some very specific
works in the field of language education to shift occasionally to the teaching and learning of literature
when dealing with the use of literary texts as a resource in the language class.

Rosenblatt’s theory of reading, based on the “efferent-aesthetic continuum” (1983 [1938]), further
encourages us to reject a sharp division between the literary and the non literary in text-based language
teaching. While recalling how she developed her theoretical model, Rosenblatt observes: “As | sought to
understand how we make the meanings called novels, poems or plays, | discovered that | had developed
a theoretical model that covers all modes of reading” (Rosenblatt 2004: 1363).

In line with transactional approaches dominant in the 20th century, Rosenblatt sees reading as a process
determined by the reader’s adoption of a “stance”, i.e. that selective attitude which guides the reader to
focus attention on certain aspects, while “pushing others into the fringes of consciousness” (Rosenblatt
2004: 1372). The reader may adopt a predominantly efferent stance, “abstracting out and analytically
structuring ideas, information, directions, or conclusions to be retained, used or acted on after the
reading event” (1373), or a predominantly aesthetic stance, paying attention to the “qualities of the
feelings, ideas, situations, scenes, personalities, and emotions that are called forth”, thus participating
“in the tensions, conflicts, and resolutions of the images, ideas, and scenes as they unfold” (1373). When
we refer to a text by defining it in terms of any of the categories we are accustomed to (as, for example,
efferent or aesthetic, literary or non literary, regulatory or informative), we are reporting our
interpretation of the writer’s intention with regard to the type of reading the text should receive, but
this does not exclude the fact that the reader may apply a predominant stance — efferent or aesthetic -
thus determining her/his attitude and reaction toward any text.

Rosenblatt’s is an important perspective for the teacher using literature for teaching languages,
essentially rejecting the dichotomy “scientific” and “artistic”, or literary and non-literary, and placing
different texts and different readings on a continuum between efferent and aesthetic:

“Although many readings may fall near the extremes, many others, perhaps most, may fall nearer the
center of the continuum” (1374).

Turning our attention again to the language teaching perspective, some critics point out that the use of
literature as a language learning tool may lead to an increase in literary competence (Lazar 2010 [1993]).
Recalling Rosenblatt’s theory, Kramsch (2004 [1993]) indirectly implies that benefits may accrue to
literary competence through the introduction of literary texts in language teaching. She wisely observes
that:

The kind of readers teacher and students decide to be will determine the extent of their involvement with the text
and the nature of the meanings their dialogue with the text will generate. If they read the text as a paradigm for
certain grammatical structures, that meaning will be purely grammatical. If they read the story in an efferent
manner, it will be given a purely referential meaning. If they choose to give it an aesthetic reading, multiple layers
of meaning will emerge from their personal response to the text (Kramsch 2004 [1993]: 137-138),
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Parkinson and Reid Thomas (2010 [2000): 32) suggest that literaturebased language teaching might even
be a way to introduce literature “by the back door”, thereby alleviating the pressure on learners who
may feel less at ease If aware that they are in the presence of a literary text. Henning (1993) further
stresses that the benefits to the language learner are not purely in terms of language competence,
because linguistic and cognitive skills as well as cultural knowledge and sensitivity may be enhanced
through literature.

We may ask, therefore, what underlies the attitude towards treating the subject of literary education
as distinct from language education when, especially in a more general framework of meaning-
based/text-based instruction, literature and language education develop similar learning paths which
rely on analogous activities. Excessive attention to the so-called special purposes of language learning
and to the communicative features of specialist domains in the field of applied linguistics in the last
twenty years or so suggests that the “utilitarian” approach to language learning seems to prevail, in line
with what Shanahan (1997) observed about the U.S. situation (see § 1.1).

To this we may add Cook’s (2006 [1998]) remarks in his entry “Literature” in the Encyclopedic
Dictionary of Applied Linguistics regarding the already mentioned perception of literature in language

education as a “traditional” and somewhat “dated” approach that has its origin in the humanist tradition
of reading the classics in their original language:

In the classical humanist educational tradition, the study of literature is not only a means of language
learning, but its goal: a major reason for learning a language, in other words, is to read its literature. (...) Language
learning in which literature is central inevitably focuses more upon the written than the spoken language, and
tends to make the learner’s experience of the language passive rather than active (Cook 2006 [1998]: 205).

Cook ascribes the decline of the study of literature mainly to the “emphases on spoken language and
functional communication, together with a broader view of culture” (Cook 2006 [1998]: 205). Moreover,
stylistics cannot be said to contribute to a fruitful approach to literature from the language learner’s
perspective. We will address these three points later.

The present-day division seems to stem from the existence of “bad borders”, with academic
practice keeping these adjacent fields well separated. Kramsch (2004 [1993]) explains this academic
habit as a sort of “self-defense” mechanism implemented by language teachers who are led to believe
they are not competent to teach (or, rather, ‘touch’) literature. Such academic attitudes and policies had
already been noticed by Widdowson who, as early as 1975, argued that the distinction between
teaching language and literature was made in order to maintain boundaries between different academic
areas. In short, there doesn’t appear to have been a well-grounded justification for the division, but
merely academic policies aimed at preserving a certain status quo (Widdowson 1975).

1.3 On the literary text as a language learning opportunity

On the basis of the type of instruction received, students are led to reason in terms of disciplinary
areas. It should be a teacher’s priority to illustrate the ever present connections between contents
and approaches throughout the knowledge-building process. In trying to redefine the relationship,
it is generally recognized that in a language learning context a literary text has to be considered and
treated much the same way as any other text-type, while not denying its added value of
foregrounding those text features learners have to be aware of because they are common to any
text
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Stress on the abllity of literary texts to foreground lingulstlc features may he due to the huge
amount of work done In the fleld of styllstics, a close study of the literary text which Is seen by mary
as belonging to the sphere of language and lingulstics rather than Iterature and literary criticism,
This approach Is not unanimously accepted from the literary studies perspective and theory has
evolved consliderably since Its first appearance; In Sinclalr's words (2008 (1966]: 3): “Many attempts
have been made to “carry the reader to the brink of lingulstics.”

Nevertheless, stylistics Is widely taught to Increase competence In literature and it has also been
considered of benefit to language learning because It enables “students to make meaningful
interpretations of the text Itself”; moreover It expands “students’ knowledge and awareness of the
language in general* (Lazar 2010: 31, See also Short 1988 and 1996).

Halliday’s arguments In favour of lingulstic styllstics to describe iterary texts indirectly also
highlight the advantages offered by such literary texts In the language class: the meaning of a text is
reconstructed by reference to the text Itself and also to what that text Is not and “what it might
have been”. Since “the most relevant exponent of the ‘might have been’ of a work of literature is
another work of literature” (Halllday 2002 [1964]: 9), we have to reconstruct the meaningfulness of
a text by an essentlally comparative procedure almed at comparing that text to other texts of the
same period. According to Halliday,“[tlhe more texts are studled, the more anything is said about
any one text becomes Interesting and relevant” (Halliday 2002 [1964]: 9). Halliday’s approach might
well be effective to raise awareness of the many language resources we have to produce meaning
and the many factors which guide our choice. In fact, we may compare the creative use of language
in literary works to other types of languageuse In texts pertaining to other domains in order to
determine the relative frequency of a given grammatical feature within a text and in other works
pertaining to the same classification, be it by period, genre or domain. In Lazar’s words:

For the language learner, stylistics has the advantage of illustrating how particular linguistic forms function to

convey specific messages (..) it not only helps students to use their existing knowledge of the language to
understand and appreciate literary texts, it also deepens their knowledge of the language itself. Stylistic
analysis can also provide a way of comparing different types of texts (whether literary or non-literary) in order
to ascertain how they fulfil different social functions (Lazar 2010 [1993]: 32).
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However, this approach Is still literature-oriented: If it Is adopted In a forelgn language learning
context, it has to be adapted to the different learners and goals. Those who favour the use of
literature in the language classroom are aware that a language learner has attitudes and Intuitions
about language which differ from those of a native speaker who approaches a literary text using
stylistic analysis. Native speakers and foreign language learners clearly have different linguistic,
cultural and literary backgrounds (Lazar 2010 [1993]). In any case, the supporters of stylistic analysis
for language learning purposes see it as advantageous since it can increase motivation by giving
learners a key to understanding how language s used in literary texts (among others Carter 1985).

Conversely, some scholars object that language cannot be learnt through stylistic analysis and
that it also deprives learners of the pleasure deriving from reading. The literary text is reduced to
something that is “inert” (Gower 1986: 126). A stylistic approach to the text may be useful to
stimulate reflection on language, but if applied too strictly, it may deprive learning of that
invaluable process of meaning construction that engages the learner/reader and fuels her/his
motivation. Furthermore, while not denying its value as a language learning resource, some authors
are alert to the dangers deriving from a simplistic conception of stylistics as a linguistic approach to
literature:

Stylistics however poses a number of problems as an inspiration for language teaching. By drawing attention
to the ways in which literary language often departs from normal usage, it has raised doubts about the validity
of literary language as a model for all but the most advanced language learners (Cook 2006 [1998]: 206).

And by prompting learners to concentrate on “unusual linguistic choices and their relation to
meaning”, the stylistic approach to texts may lead to arejection of a more “relaxed” view of literary
language “as a transparent medium”, like any other text type (Cook 2006 [1998]: 205).

Kramsch (2004 [1993]) redirects attention to the importance of meaning over form, starting
from the conviction that any text, regardless of its nature — be it of the informative or literary type —
is made up of language. The real question, she feels, cannot be whether language teachers should
teach literature but how to promote a reading approach which accommodates the many different
levels of meaning.

A frequent objection to any text-based teaching is that it favours reading skills while leaving less
room for spoken skills. Several authors, however, stress the opportunities a literary text offers for
generating discussion and interaction. Duff and Maley (2007), for instance, argue that one of the
features of a literary text is that it is open to multiple interpretations, which is ideal for stimulating
spoken interaction. Once again referring to Rosenblatt’s transactional approach (§1.2), Carroli
(2008) gives convincing evidence of the added value of literature as the basis for “dialogic learning”:
her class experiments conducted on a group of students whose first language was English studying
Italian as a second language (L2) confirm her view of the class as a “micro-hermeneutic community,
where students can compare their interpretations and reading approaches, learn to negotiate and,
if necessary, readjust their understanding of the literary text and their approach to reading” (Carroli
2008: 96). While perceived as reading based, as Carroli illustrates, dialogic learning inevitably
implies spoken interaction among participants (see also Kramsch’s 2004 [1993] “dialogic
classroom”).

Moreover, more than one author believes the literary text favours the learner’s creative self-
expression:

Last but not least, we can mention Lazar's view that literary texts offer opportunities at higher
levels to learn the language without the learner being aware of the process, which is similar to a
content-based approach to language learning: “students may be so absorbed in the plot and
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characters of an authentlc novel or short story, that they acquire a great deal of new language
almost In passing” (Lazar 2010 [1993): 17).

To sum up, the advantages of using a literary text as the basls for language activities are generally
to be found In Its potentlal to ralse awareness about the language system, foster creativity, provide
an Ideal starting polntfor meaning construction, and stimulate recognition and discussion of
(Inter)cultural Issues.

Before turning to these toplcs, we have to address the Issue of authenticity, still one of the
prime concerns both of most language teachers and of those who develop language teaching
materlals

1.4 On ‘authentic’ language, texts, culture.

Widdowson's views on the Issue of the authenticity of texts in a language learning context have
caused much debate and have led to a revision of the radical attitudes that attach unique and
irreplaceable value to language instruction. He touched on the subject on many occasions, gradually
developing a more articulate view of the intrinsic nature of the non-authenticity of any language used in
the learning environment, that is to say out of its context of use. Already in 1990 he argued that it is
possible to refer to teaching materials as being “authentic” insofar as they are “instances of use”
(Widdowson 1990: 137), seeking to clarify the question of authenticity by introducing the differentiation
between “genuine” and “authentic”: materials might be a “genuine” record of native speaker
production, but not “authentic” because they lack the native speaker’s response. Thus they are not
“3uthentic discourse” (Widdowson 1990: 45).

From our point of view, even more illuminating was his rejection in 1998 of the issue of authenticity
along with other “catchphrases” which had come to dominate educational linguistics. The very concept
of authenticity is not relevant to the language used in class:

Nowadays authenticity seems to have become a minor problem, and with Cook (2000) we would
agree that in real life there are many activities which, though not ‘real’, are by no means considered as
useful:

As for literature, whether it is defined as “authentic” (Parkinson and Reid Thomas 2010 [2000]) or
“genuine” (Duff and Maley 2007), it is generally agreed that these are qualities that literary texts
possess, providing the opportunity to expose learners to “a variety of registers, styles, and text-types at
many levels of difficulty” (Duff and Maley 2007: 5): “This ‘genuine’ feel of literary texts is a powerful
motivator, especially when allied to the fact the literary texts so often touch on themes to which
learners can bring a personal response from their own experience” (Duff and Maley 1990, cit. in
Parkinson and Reid Thomas 2010 [2000]: 10).

The issue becomes even more complicated when the debate shifts to cultural features in literary
texts. In this case, the very concept of authenticity is quite fiercely debated. One of the advantages of
using literary texts listed by Duff and Maley (2007) is that they are a vehicle for culture. However, as the
authors explain, this means not that by reading literature you may “learn” the culture which lies behind
a language, but rather that the elements contained in literary texts offer an occasion for “raising
awareness of difference and for developing tolerance and understanding” (Duff and Maley 2007: 6).

Literary works are fictitious and this must be clear to those who use them in class. They portray
reality in a way that can be ‘realistic’ but that is not ‘real’; they can be realistic to the point of creating
the illusion of reality but they are by definition works of fiction. Indeed, “there is a danger that students
will fall into the fallacy of assuming that a novel, for example, represents the totality of a society, when
in fact it is a highly atypical account of one particular milieu during a specific historical period” (Lazar
2010 [1993]: 16).

(¥ Scanned with OKEN Scanner



Viewing the Issue under a different light, the reading of a literary text can be considered a way to
gain awareness of the “strong undercurrents of the time and place in which it was written”:

No one who has genuinely exposed himself or herself to a work by Dickens can claim to be a stranger to the world
of 19th-century Britaln; no one who has read Dante can visit contemporary Italy without a sense of déja vu. These

are aspects of the study of literature that we take for granted (Shanahan 1997: 167).

An uncritical use of literature as a means to convey the culture of the people who speak the language
may also be dangerous and learners have to be well aware that:

(..) few novels or poems could claim to be a purely factual documentation of their society. (...) There is a dapger
that students will fall into the fallacy of assuming that a novel, for example, represents the totall'ty of a society,
when in fact it is a highly atypical account of one particular milieu during a specific historical period (Lazar 2010
[1993): 16).

There is little doubt that literature provides an invaluable chance to raise intercultural awareness.
Indeed, the use of English as a global language makes the literature written in English not just the
expression of the English speaking countries but rather the reflection of “the rich and fascinating
diversities of our world” (Lazar 2010 [1993]: 16).

Literature, therefore, Is a useful medium to introduce learners to cultural and linguistic difference: of
course, In order to foreground such features, literature sometimes unrealistically emphasizes certain
traits. But it Is exactly this quality of the literary text which gives the teacher the opportunity to trigger
spontaneous recognition on behalf of learners. Cultural features are generally foregrounded by
reference to places, objects, facts, persons, behaviour, and so on, but also by linguistic devices, such as
the introduction of elements pertaining to different language varieties and registers. In other words, an
intensive exploitation of the language medium on behalf of the writer allows for a

This “self-enclosed world” can be created only thanks to “intensive exploitation” of the potentialities
of language. And the writer’s work has to be complemented by the reader’s analogous activity of “a
particularly intensive exploitation of the language medium. And of course the literary writer encourages
the reader In such exploitation”, in order to enable him/her to gain access to the fictitious world
(Widdowson 1990; 177-178).

The subject of authenticity brings us back to language and how it is used to build up different worlds.
The “obsession” (Cook 2004: 111) with authenticity can be left aside as it depends on the contingent
combination of the reader’s response, the text’s discourse type and the writer's communicative purpose
in producing authentic discourse, rather than on the use of ‘genuine’ texts to promote ‘authentic’
language use In the learning environment: “Genuiness is a characteristic of the passage itself and is an
absolute quality. Authenticity Is a characteristic of the relationship between the passage and the reader
and it has to do with appropriate response” (Widdowson 1978: 80).

1.5 But how? On the ‘when’s’ and ‘what’s’ of literature in language pedagogy

So why and at what point Is it an advantage to introduce work on literary texts? We have already
implicitly answered this question, but we wish to debunk the age old adage which claims that the main
purpose of literature Is to Introduce students to more ‘difficult’ language:

From our experlence at Itallan universities we are inclined to agree that most language at an
advanced level Is taught via literary texts, especially in the field of foreign language teaching, and
especially in the case of languages which are different from English.
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The contention that “if you do have, say, an advanced European university class, you may have to
accept that literature teaching has complex institutional foundations, and that you are not allowed to
make it too easy” (Parkinson and Reid Thomas 2010 [2000): 10) is rather questionable: it generates a
lfess productive use of literature which also has a negative impact on learners’ motivation to exploit the
literary text as a treasure trove of language resources which serve to enrich language competence.

And yet, the assumption that the literary text is difficult to cope with and is only an advantage at 3
later stage of learning is common to many. According to Widdowson (1990: 177-180), literature is the
best medium, after communicative activities, to informally introduce grammar elements, thus allowing
for a gradual transition to “natural’ language behaviour” and the consequent ability to depart from
systemic knowledge while referring to it when required as a sort of “back-up resource”. After this first
stage of “communicative grammar” and problem-solving activities, a later stage, devoted to “the
teaching of meaning”, is required. Such procedures for negotiating meaning can be based on literature
seen as a source for texts “of particular interest” within this framework. As Widdowson puts it, literary
texts are intrinsically appealing to language learners and there is little need for any preparatory activity
to elicit the purpose for reading which is generally advisable for other types of text:

Contrary to conventional wisdom regarding the suitability of literary texts only for advanced levels of
competence, we agree with Bredella who, in his entry in the Routledge Encyclopedia of Language
Teaching and Learning (2004), observes that literature is simply justified by the students’ reaction: if
students enjoy reading and speaking and writing about literary texts, why not use them?

It is not a question of ‘difficulty’. As we have already pointed out, a text can be approached at various
levels and from several perspectives. And a genre is made up of many different texts, presenting various
degrees of difficulty, which means that within the same genre it will be possible to choose the most
appropriate texts for a given language learning level and purpose.

The point is not so much, as Kramsch 2004 [1993] puts it in a chapter devoted to “Teaching the
literary text”, to progress from what she defines as “the here-and-now communicative activities”
developed at the elementary level to those “rext-bound” discussions which are the focus of levels from
intermediate onward (130). Widening our perspective to language education at large, our view is that
much depends on the specific learning context and on which language is being learnt, since teaching
styles greatly vary from country to country and from language to language, as well as from teacher to
teacher. For example, in our personal experience in Italy and in the English as a foreign language
context, most of the teaching tends to be organized in strict observance of the communicative approach
but is nonetheless highly text-based. And textbooks of English as a foreign language are organized
around units that cover all the four basic skills, whose content is largely elicited by an opening text. This
might also be a dialogue, but in actual fact such dialogues are frequently presented in their written
form. The main difference is that in the case of beginners, the activities are less creative and more
manipulative. Kramsch’s question “How can the spoken skills they (the students) developed in the first
year to express general meanings be now put to use to express particular meanings?” (Kramsch 2004
[1993]: 130) can be reformulated by eliminating the stress on the progression from spoken to written
language: the issue is in fact the progression from general to more particular meanings, whether they
are expressed in the spoken or written form.

Another point is that if a broader view of literature is adopted, many other examples of the presence
of literary texts at lower levels might be mentioned. In early learning there are many instances of
literature employed to teach a foreign language, though they are not perceived as such because of a
restricted view of literature which has to be overcome to embrace all instances of creative writing if we
want to get the most out of its use in language education. We are referring to fairytales, short poems,
limericks, songs and so on. Everyone is aware that the use of such texts with young learners serves to
raise motivation: exploiting the acoustic effects of language or the curiosity aroused for an intriguing
plot is a key to success at any level of competence and with almost any type of learner (see Carter and
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), as well as moral and ethical concerns in the classroom (Lazar 2010 [1993])-

Yet it is also necessary to shed new light on the act of reading itself, to get the most out of what is
considered a “receptive skill” from the language learning perspective. In line with current literary
education, reading has to be seen as an active and engaging activity in itself, since “every act of reading
is the creation of a text” (Parkinson and Reid Thomas 2010 [2000]: 36. See also Bleich 1975, 1978;

Bredella 1996; Fish 1980; Hirvela 1996).

Literature, therefore, can be useful to raise motivation, involvement, emotive response, creativity.
But all this is only possible if the concept of literature is widened and ‘humanized’ and we come to se€ 3
literary text as simply a text, just like a recipe, a research article or an advertisement. The tendency to
introduce students to the highest examples of literary works typical of the traditional literature teacher,
should be abandoned with no sense of inadequacy on her/his part. It is true that, as Pound (1968
[1929]: 23) puts it, “great literature is simply language charged with meaning to the utmost degree”, but
masterpieces and works of “high status” (Lazar 2010 [1993]) are often remote from the learners’

interests, with potentially negative effects on the learning process.

to be humanized to work in the language classroom, We argue that not
only should any text be treated using the same approach, be it a piece of literature or a newspaper
article, but also that literary texts should be selected regardless of a particular canon so as to make use
of the most appropriate literature samples for our purposes. This means accepting what generally goes
under the labels of ‘bad literature’, ‘popular literature’, ‘young literature’, and so on, on the assumption
that “quite often ‘bad” writing can prove more productive and stimulating than ‘good™ (Duff and Maley
2007: 9). The point is that texts should not be selected because they are examples of “good writing” but
rather because they are “good starting points for using and thinking about language” (Duff and Maley
2007: 9)

This is in line with current trends in cultural studies which situate the study of literature in a
broader framework, opening up to any literary form, be it ‘new’ or ‘popular’. The growing interest in
what non specialists choose to read contributes to an expansion of the notion of literature which is of

great benefit to the use of literature from a language perspective

By saying that literature has

The “re-generating genres” option proposed by Pope 2012 [1998] in his successful book devoted to
the study of English literature and language is interesting, too. The scholar re-designs the canonical
categories of novel, poetry and drama as three mega-genres, namely “proses” (including life-writing and
news), “poetries” (including song and performance) and “yoices” (including drama, conversation and
dialogue in the novels). We agree with Pope’s ‘dynamic’ view of genres as “something we do as well as
see”: “gathering and grouping texts is a matter of making as well as finding relations” (Pope 2012
[1998]: 235).

Another equally important issue is that of ‘remoteness’ — which is context and reader dependent: a
text may be perceived as remote because of historical reasons, as in the case of texts which belong to a
different period, but also for geographical or social reasons. Parkinson and Reid Thomas (2010 [2000]),
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removed (or simply different) from the reader’s own (this is well explained by the cross-cultural
approach to teaching literary texts proposed in Kramsch and Nolden 1994). The reader is then obliged

to put herself/himself in the position of others:

readings with different readers. A conversation about such different reading in
an make learners aware of their prior knowledge, their expectations, and the
(...). Literary texts depict for example what it means to be a child, a woman, ora
to be in love or to experience death in the foreign culture (Bredella

Literary texts produce different
the foreign language classroom ¢
stereotypes they bring to the text
member of a minority, and what it means

2004a: 378).

(¥ Scanned with OKEN Scanner
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