
 

 

TEACHING LANGUAGE THROUGH LITERATURE 

T.K.SANTHI  

Assistant Professor of English, Dhirajlal Gandhi College of Technology, Salem,  
Tamilnadu, India 

 
ABSTRACT  

The goal of any language should be to equip the student for a lifetime of communication through the 

written and spoken word. This paper aims at emphasizing the use of literature as a popular technique for 

teaching both basic language skills (i.e. reading, writing, listening and speaking) and language areas (i.e. 

vocabulary, grammar and pronunciation) of our times. It is asserted that Learning Language through 

Literature is an exciting and different approach to language learning and it facilitates the language learning 

processes. It is a fully integrated language plan through which the effective and creative teachers teach 

grammar, reading, spelling, vocabulary, writing mechanics, creative writing, thinking skills and more. To be 

honest, this method has been proven highly effective.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Doing English Literature in the language teaching way could be interesting and effective where 

story sense in its sharing the ground with reality of a life in the world of flux shows them that in language 

only narratives occur and the life’s complexities explain themselves only in the structured patterns of 

language behaviours of societies and people across the globe. 

The role of literature is a basic component and source of the language curriculum and it has been 

gaining momentum. Literature and Language can work together and interact for the benefit of students and 

teachers. It will lead to the flourishment of interesting ideas, learning, and improved instruction for all. Many 

teachers consider the use of literature in language teaching is an interesting and worthy perception. 

In the main paper, why a language teacher should use literary texts in the language classroom, what 

sort of literature language teachers should use with language learners, literature and the teaching of language 

skills, and benefits of different genres of literature to language teaching will be taken into account. 
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LANGUAGE IS POWER AND POWER CANNOT BE ASSERTED & IM PRESSED IF IT 

IS NOT EFFECTUAL  

The present paper underscores the need and importance of literary texts for a comprehensive 

attainment of higher levels of language skills. Literature has an enrichening effect in a language class, both 

from a cultural and linguistic point of view and it has recently been invigorated as a vital component of 

English language teaching. Many people consider literature as a separate subject that has nothing to do with 

language learning. But the problems faced in teaching foreign languages forced the teachers to find out and 

develop some new methods and techniques. This assumption is based on a reductive interpretation of the 

concept of language teaching and learning. The fact is that, there are several benefits that a language learner 

can derive from the inclusion of literature in the educational curriculum for language learning. 

English teaching today has the primary emphasis on its viability as a communication skill to help 

acquire jobs, promote business interests or provide various forms of entertainments. The world today needs 

English for Special Purposes – for the understanding of scientific or technical vocabulary specific to different 

subjects of interest to the learners. Literary texts provide us with a lot of opportunity to learn effectively to 

use words in different contexts. Our main concern as teachers is not to teach about language, but to develop 

learners’ abilities to make them capable of using the language for a variety of communicative purposes. 

There is a difference between teaching about the language and communicating in the language. Many 

teachers believe that teaching about the language will make the learners capable of using the language for 

communication. In fact, there is often a great gap between knowledge and the ability to use that knowledge in 

terms of communication and the manipulation of that communication. The purpose of this article is to 

familiarize the language teachers with the effectiveness of using short stories in the English classroom.  

Nowadays, information technology and globalization necessitate the international communication in 

the fields of economy, trade and politics as well as the international business. The students should study 

culture and language to be prepared for such communication. The modern studies in linguistics, especially 

sociolinguistics show that culture learning is an influential factor in international communication. To this 

point, one can say that teaching literature or literary texts in the curriculum of the non- native learners will: 

• solve the problem of relevant vocabulary for social communication. 

• prepare students to be professional translators in different fields such as 

• trading, business, science, law and technology. 

• link language and culture to facilitate everyday communication. 

Literature, on the other hand, provides subject matter that has the power to motivate  
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learners and help them in exploring the possibilities of usages and meaning that enhances their 

language competence in a big way. Both literature and language teaching involve the development of a 

feeling for language. The responses of the learners to the literary texts reading and interpreting will help them 

to – 

• develop their reading skills. 

• keep by heart useful quotations and expressions. 

• integrate language skills such as listening and reading as receptive skills and speaking and writing as 

productive skills. 

• be exposed to the conversations and the dialogues which are actually used in the outside world. 

These dialogues and conversations create a situation inside the classroom for using language which 

the learner might need outside in the society. 

English literature has the supremacy over language learning. Short stories can be used for enhancing 

students’ language skills.   Since it is short, and aims at giving a ‘single effect’, it is easy for the students to 

follow the story line of the work. This reason, that short story is one of the most suitable literary genres to use 

in English teaching is supported by Collie and Slater (1991: 196) when they list four advantages of using 

short stories for language teachers. First, short stories are practical as their length is long enough to cover 

entirely in one or two class sessions. Second, short stories are not complicated for students to work with on 

their own. Third, short stories have a variety of choice for different interests and tastes. Finally, short stories 

can be used with all levels (beginner to advance), all ages (young learners to adults) and all classes. 

The use of short-story in English teaching should be aimed to encourage the students to use what 

they have previously learnt. By doing this, the learning process will be student-centered. However, the 

teacher plays a great role. She must choose a suitable text to use in class, and should help her students 

understand the story with various activities. The syllabus for the language learners should include verbal and 

non-verbal communication, short narratives, short stories, dialogues, conversations, and interviews. These 

short literary texts will, thus: 

• help teachers first to acquaint themselves with language use to develop their own competence and 

understand language as a social phenomenon, and not as an exclusive branch of learning. 

• transform the classrooms as the stage in which there is real practice of communicative language. 

• help teachers to consider language as entailing social acceptability; in other words, they can look to 

classroom language as carrying resemblance with the  outside language. As a result, this would raise 

communication to the level of a social responsibility. 
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• develop the intellectual ability of the learners and expose them to a variety of linguistic and literary 

expressions and communicative functions of language. 

• contextualize the language to help the learner to acquire grammar implicitly. 

• incorporate linguistic competence into communicative competence by putting language into use in 

different social situations. 

Short stories allow teachers to teach the four skills (LSRW) to all levels of language proficiency. 

Murdoch (2002: 9) indicates that “short stories can, if selected and exploited appropriately, provide quality 

text content which will greatly enhance the learners at intermediate levels of proficiency”. According to him, 

short stories could be very beneficial materials in language teaching reinforcement by using them in learning 

activities such as, discussion, writing and acting out dialogues. 

 READING  

Short stories are very useful in the trials to improve students’ vocabulary and reading. There can be 

as many words as the teacher thinks necessary. This activity helps students to learn more vocabulary, and it 

also teaches them how to use a dictionary. This could happen because when students read, they interact with 

the text. By interacting with the text, they interpret what they read. By interpreting what they read, they can 

work toward speaking English more creatively. 

WRITING  

Short story can be a powerful and motivating source for writing. Short story as a model occurs when 

students’ writing becomes closely similar to the original work or clearly imitates its content, theme, 

organization, and style. However, when student writing exhibits original thinking like interpretation or 

analysis, or is creatively stimulated by, the reading, literature serves as subject matter. In accordance with 

this, Oster (1989: 85) affirms that literature helps students to write more creatively. Teachers can create a 

variety of writing activities to help students to develop their writing skills. They can ask students to write 

dialogues or more complex writing activities if students have reached a high level of language proficiency. 

SPEAKING & LISTENING  

Short story can also be a powerful and motivating source for teaching both speaking and listening. 

Oral reading, dramatization, creativeness, role-playing, rebuilding, and discussion are some effective learning 

activities which center on a short story class and it can be used for enhancing these two skills. Asking 

students to read story aloud can develop their speaking as well as listening skills. Moreover, it also leads to 

improving pronunciation. To develop listening skill using a short story, teachers can: 

• read the story out loud so students have the opportunity to listen to a native speaker of English  
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• play the story if a recording is available. 

Teaching Foreign Language Literature to non-native-speaking students is not always an easy task. 

Language teaching is a process whose aim changes not only from country to country and culture to culture 

but from individual to individual. The students can be told of literary terms and the meanings of words, and 

can be finally asked to analyze the subject of literary piece, which is often too abstract a task for the non-

native speaker. The process of analysis, therefore, takes the form of repeating the material understanding 

mostly by memorization and at best, partly by rephrasing. Apart from short stories, another technique called 

“Simple Story-Telling” may also be used for improving the students' oral English. 

The idea of using plays may also result in good communication. To have the students deal with 

originals in a first course, use the language creatively, improve their language level, loose themselves from 

the claws of the dictionary, respond positively to the subject and learn some literature. Plays are always a 

good choice for beginners. They can be rather short, compact and emotionally involving. The students can 

also be guided into visualizing the plays as they read the text, into imagining how a character would say a 

certain line. Thus they can have a sense of participation. Students should be asked to bring their own 

contributions to class, newspaper clippings, articles, photographs, or any other material that they felt 

characterized the twentieth century, and present their materials to class. After this exercise, they will be able 

to communicate better, feel more ease, and exchange ideas about the world they live in. 

Ur (1996: 201) also lists some of the following advantages of literature as a language teaching 

resource: 

• Literature is a very enjoyable resource to learn a language. 

• Literature provides examples of different styles of writing, and also representations of 

• various authentic uses of the language. 

• Literature is a good resource for increasing word power. 

• It encourages developing various reading skills in learners. 

• It can be used as a springboard for exciting discussion or writing. 

• It involves both emotions and intellect, which contribute to the personal development of the student. 

• English literature has a value as part of the learners’ general education. 

• It encourages critical and creative thinking. 

• It enriches the students’ world knowledge. 

• It makes the students aware of various human situations and conflicts. 
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CONCLUSIONS 

This paper has attempted to indicate how literary texts might enhance English language learning. 

Young learners are usually motivated and willing to know a foreign language, so these literary texts will help 

them to acquire the language as a means of communication. To do it, the teachers should focus not only on 

linguistic but also on literary and cultural elements. Since literary texts on poetry, short story and plays offer 

these elements, they are highly beneficial to use in language teaching classrooms. The literary texts can be 

used to provide different activities for reading, listening, writing and speaking classes. Short story, poetry and 

plays create a meaningful context to teach different language and to improve the students’ interpretative 

approaches. The same technique may also serve for some other language or skills such as vocabulary 

development. The language teacher can provide the learners with interesting elements from the finest 

treasures of English literature, which induce a desire in them to make reading as a habit and develop text 

reading strategies. 

There is no denying the fact, that literature plays a pivotal and stimulating role in the acquisition of 

language in a relevant and causal sense. In the light of the observations made in this paper and the 

suggestions advanced therein, we can, therefore, safely conclude that literature or literary texts can play a 

vital role in developing language skills among the non-native learners of English and helping them to use 

language for communicative purposes in the real world. 
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