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Abstract 

This study aims to explore how four English teachers at a high school in Northern Sweden 

approach their teaching of literature in the classroom, in accordance with the syllabi for 

English 5, A and B. Furthermore, it is of interest to see what different kinds of teaching 

methods that are used trying to inspire and have the pupils interested in reading and talking 

about literature. Additionally, the study aims to show how eight pupils experience reading 

English literature and the teaching of it. To answer the questions of issue for this essay, 

qualitative interviews were preferred as method.  

The result shows that the teachers in this study used varying teaching methods to encourage 

and motivate their pupils in reading English literature in order to develop linguistically. When 

processing the literature, oral discussions and sharing of personal thoughts and experiences 

with others were essential in order to reach a deeper understanding of the texts. The areas 

where the pupils experienced the main improvement were vocabulary, spelling, pronunciation 

and syntax. Additionally, by reading novels and watching films, the pupils developed an 

understanding for people not sharing the same culture or circumstances of life. 

 

Keywords: English literature, teaching methods, interviews, pupils’ experiences, text 

understanding  
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1. Introduction 

When taking a language course at school, literature always is an important part of the course. 

The general definition of the term ‘literature’ is wide and includes texts, both written and oral, 

which fulfill certain aesthetic conditions (The Swedish National Encyclopedia, 2011). 

However, in this essay the term ‘literature’ also comprises films, even though the focus is 

mainly on novels.  

By reading literature pupils develop their speaking and writing abilities, as well as they get 

the historical and cultural aspects of the language being studied. If the pupils find the 

literature interesting, meaningful and something that they can relate to, there is also a 

possibility that they would like to talk about it afterwards. In the Swedish syllabi for English 

5, A, and B1, there are no specific guidelines for what kind of literature or in what form it 

should be used in the literature teaching. However, it is obvious that other media such as TV, 

films and music have a great impact on young people today and many find it more motivating 

to spend time watching a film with their friends than reading a book. This is why it is of great 

importance what kind of literature teachers choose to work with in school, why they choose 

the way they do and how they process it in the classroom with their pupils.  

The main purpose with this study is to find out what view Swedish teachers and pupils have 

on the literature teaching in English. Do the pupils’ views correspond with the teachers’ or do 

the pupils experience something totally different than what the teachers themselves believe 

they are mediating when reading and working with literature? Specifically for teachers to be, 

it might also be of interest to see what kinds of creative teaching methods the teachers are 

using, trying to inspire and get their pupils motivated in reading and discussing literature. 

1.1 Aim 

This study aims to show how four English teachers at a high school in Norrbotten, Sweden, 

approach their literature teaching in the classroom in accordance with the Swedish syllabi for 

English 5, A, and B. Furthermore, this study aims to show how eight Swedish pupils 

experience reading English literature and in what ways literature may affect them and their 

language learning.  

                                                           
1 English 5 and 6 are the former A and B–levels, and the new names in the Swedish syllabi for the English 
courses in high school, which are used from the autumn 2011. However, the old names A and B still occur for 
those pupils who started their first year in high school before the autumn 2011. In this essay both variants will 
be used since the two syllabi still occur side by side, and they share the same content in the part that concerns 
literature. 
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1.2 Method and material 

For this essay, qualitative interviews were preferred as method. The focus of the qualitative 

interview is to find out about the interviewed person’s opinion about a phenomenon, and the 

purpose is to describe and understand the central themes that the interviewee experiences and 

relates to (Kvale, 1997: 34). 

1.2.1 The informants 

The interviews were performed with four English teachers and eight pupils at the same high 

school, on different occasions within a time span of two weeks. In order to possibly discover 

differences in the result depending on which programme the teachers were working at, the 

informants were chosen from four different programmes: the Health Care Programme, the 

Electrical Engineering Programme, the Humanist-Economy Programme and the Technology 

Programme. The teacher informants were all female teachers in the age between 30 and 42 

years old and all of them teach both English 5, A, and B, and one teacher also teaches English 

C. The pupil informants were girls and boys, four of each, in their first, second or third year at 

high school. The pupils were interviewed during their ordinary English lessons. 

1.2.2 Interviews 

An interview guide was created for both the teacher and the pupil interviews, which included 

general topics for the discussion, based upon the questions “What?”, “How?” and “Why?”. 

The interview guide was supposed to serve only the purpose of a guideline, since the intention 

with the interviews was a conversation-like structure where the interviewees could respond to 

the questions with their own words (Patel & Davidson, 2003: 78). The questions were not put 

out in the same order or even in exactly the same words in every interview. The length of each 

interview was approximately 30 minutes with the pupils and 60 minutes with the teachers. To 

minimize the risk of complicating the questions and receiving wrong answers all interviews 

were held in Swedish and then translated into English. The answers were registered by written 

notes, only for the reason that it is less time-consuming than taped interviews when 

transcribing them.  
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2. Background 

2.1 Why read literature? 

According to the syllabi for English 5, A and B (The Swedish National Agency of Education, 

2000, 2011), in goals to be achieved at the end of a course, the pupil should be able to read 

texts with various content, in particular texts that connect to the pupil’s interest or study field. 

By reading imaginative texts and through literature, the pupil will receive knowledge of 

English-speaking countries and their cultural traditions. Additionally, in the English B-course 

it is expressed that the pupil should be able to read, summarize and give comments on 

different kinds of longer fictive/imaginative texts and have knowledge of English literature 

from different time eras (The Swedish National Agency of Education, 2000). 

Gunilla Molloy’s view of the aim of reading literature is that through language and literature 

one can experience and learn about democratic values and also conflicts around them. If the 

pupil gets the opportunity to observe his/her own experiences in a larger context, his/her 

ability to understand other’s experiences may increase (2003: 42). Lothar Bredella also 

describes the relevance and aim of reading by saying that “[s]tories deal with our intentions, 

thoughts and feelings. When we read such stories, we participate in what the characters know, 

think and feel as well as in what they do not know, do not think or do not feel. In this manner 

stories create a subjective world” (Bredella, 1996: 14). These subjective worlds encourage the 

pupils to explore different perspectives of the stories and to realize that there can be more than 

one possible interpretation of a text (ibid.).  

2.2  Choosing what to read 

A great challenge a teacher has to face is managing to find texts that will interest the pupils. 

Molloy has made several studies on teenagers’ reading and many of her results show that the 

teacher should not be the one choosing what literature to read. However, it still is most 

common that the teacher in fact is the one making the choices (2003: 31). Bartosz Koc 

received various answers for the question regarding the choice of literature in his Master 

thesis Literature According to Teachers (2007). Some of the informants in his study preferred 

when pupils themselves chose the literature, because it often turned out to be more positive 

than if the teacher made the choice (Koc, 2007: 18). Others were disagreeing and insisted that 

teachers already have an image of what good literature is. A selection of appropriate literature 

could instead be presented that the pupils could choose from. Some informants just took the 
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“easy” way and used class sets of literature instead of finding something on their own (2007: 

22). One informant argued that the teacher has to like the book that is given to the pupil, while 

others found it more important that the book is appealing to the pupil (2007: 29).  

Ronald Carter and Michael N. Long explain that the motivation in reading depends on how 

the literature relates to the pupils as individuals  

Pupils will be more motivated to read a literary text if they can relate it to their own experience […], that 
is to their own ideas, feelings, opinions and perceptions; then they should be able to relate it to their own 
experience of the world, and in particular, of the society in which they live. (Carter & Long, 1991: 19)  

Hence, John McRae states that it is necessary that the teachers present the literature that 

should be read and “know what is being learned with the materials used” (McRae, 1996b: 24). 

The result of Molloy’s study of Swedish pupils reading fictive texts, showed a lack of 

engagement in novels that the pupils did not find interesting and that lead to a shallower 

reading of the novel (2003: 282). 

According to the syllabi for English 5, A and B, pupils should receive knowledge about 

culture, values of democracy and personal development through literature (Swedish National 

Agency of Education, 2000, 2011). That is why teachers have to choose literature that 

mediates these values at the same time as it has to be appealing to read. On the other hand, 

Molloy (2003: 170) highlights that the choices of which literature to read are not always 

decided only by factors involving the teacher and the pupils and the teacher him/herself, but, 

and what may be even more important, by the supply of literature at the actual school. 

2.2.1 Literary canon 

The concept of literary canon can be defined as an authoritative list with literary classics 

which reflect the social, historical and cultural context of its time and are written by 

prominent authors (Landow, 1989). The literary works that can receive a place in the literary 

canon include novels, drama, poetry, epic poems, music and other forms of literature.  

McRae (1996a: 229) states that a clear advantage of the canon is the common ground, the 

shared concerns which link the literatures across time and space. However, older literature is 

sometimes more difficult to read when it comes to the language used and in the way it is 

written. Also the actual story and the themes it deals with may not appeal to a modern pupil 

because he or she cannot relate personally to the literature, but that is of course not always the 

case. The syllabus for English B states that the pupil should have knowledge of literature from 
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different time eras, but entire novels do not need to be read, only extracts from them (The 

Swedish National Agency of Education, 2000). 

The literary canon is much criticized, both for the lack of great female authors and working-

class writing on the list and for the fact that the canon is created by white, upper-class males. 

Some of the commonly asked critical questions are the ones regarding Who has the right to 

choose what good literature is, Who has the right to decide who can decide what good 

literature is, and Who can decide that it should be a part of the literary canon. Guy Cook 

(1996: 164) discusses that the advantage of going outside the literary canon might lead pupils 

to validate and construct their own opinions of great texts today, instead of passively 

accepting what others have valued before. 

According to Cook (1996), there is an ongoing debate between two sides, those who defend 

the set of classics as the only source for literary study and those who argue that many of the 

texts are irrelevant to contemporary pupils who should rather discover different genres that 

exist in the modern world: the non-literary discourse as in newspapers and conversations and 

the sub-literary genres such as romantic fiction, soap operas, films, songs and advertisements. 

He argues that instead of this strict separation of the two sides, there is a complex relationship 

between the canonised literature teaching and the one that looks outside it, and that today’s 

literature teaching instead “requires a subtler negotiation between tradition, the contemporary 

context, and the needs of students than either of these encounters suggests” (1996: 152). Most 

teachers are actually positioned somewhere in between the two extremes. 

2.3 Experiencing literature 

Louise M. Rosenblatt has done a lot of research concerning what happens during the act of 

reading. Rosenblatt (1978) claims that the understanding of a work of literature presupposes 

that the reader in some ways has been affected by the text, and the teacher’s task is to 

encourage a productive and creative relationship between the specific text and its specific 

reader. Rosenblatt has coined the terms aesthetic and efferent reading, two very common and 

useful methods when reading and working with literature. While efferent reading stands for 

the informative part and is present when reading a historical textbook, a recipe or a science 

report, aesthetic reading, or creative reading, is what happens during the act of reading: “In 

aesthetic reading, the reader’s attention is centered directly on what he is living through 

during his relationship with that particular text” (Rosenblatt, 1978: 25). Bo Lundahl (2009) 

discusses this further and claims that the content of the text such as plot, characters, 
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environments and the “main issue” is the starting point for the understanding of the text. In 

addition to that, the reader reacts on the text with emotions, memories and associations. 

Therefore, during the act of reading one is not only looker-on, but participant as well 

(Lundahl, 2009: 184). Bredella (1996) also discusses the terms of aesthetic and efferent 

reading and she claims that the readers’ horizons are broadened by aesthetic reading and that 

the readers must “put themselves into situations they have not yet experienced” (1996: 18). 

Although there seems to be a significant difference between the two terms efferent and 

aesthetic reading, Rosenblatt (1978) and Lundahl (2009) assert that one should relate to them 

as complements, instead of opposites, to each other. It is difficult to separate them into two 

different conceptions since they seem to constantly overlap and maybe one does not 

necessarily have to eliminate the other one. Instead they can function well together.  

Judith Langer (1995) uses the terms objective and subjective experience of literature. The 

objective experience is the nearest equivalent to efferent, seeing that as distanced from 

emotions and personal ideas and with the purpose of looking for correct answers. The 

subjective is the aesthetic one, focusing on the reading experience and the sharing of 

thoughts, ideas and feelings. Langer also talks about the reader building envisionments that 

are “text-worlds in the mind, and they differ from individual to individual. They are a function 

of one’s personal and cultural experience, one’s relationship to the current experience, what 

one knows, how one feels and what one is after” (Langer, 1995: 9). These envisionments will 

continue being built on when one thinks and talks about the literature after reading it.  

Rosenblatt (1978) and Langer (1995) both argue that the understanding of a text is created in 

the interplay between the reader and the text and in the social and cultural context in which 

the text is being read. Langer describes this further and emphasises using pupils’ questions as 

the starting point for classroom text-talks and writing. The possibilities of understanding will 

grow out of the reading. Imaginative literature should accentuate understanding, thoughts and 

emotions, while reading ordinary prose and news articles may have the focus on other things. 

Explicitly expressed, the reading will turn out efferent when working with details in the text, 

such as vocabulary and translation and also re-telling of the plot. Aesthetic reading, on the 

other hand, leads to discussions, writing and dramatizing, only parts of the text are treated and 

the content is related to the pupils’ experiences and emotions (Lundahl, 2009: 185). Arti 

Kumar (1996: 54) explains that when the pupils can relate to their own personal and social 

concerns the experience also becomes richer.  
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2.4 Teaching literature 

When teaching literature, the eclectic approach is the most common method used in the 

classrooms today (Showalter, 2003). It includes the teacher preparing to teach a work by 

reading the biographical background and the author’s intention of the work, if available, and 

the cultural and political context of it and then brings that information into the classroom 

(2003: 38). According to McRae (1996a: 228), this traditional teacher input is given before 

the pupils are exposed to the text, but he claims that there is a change going on and 

methodologies of today rather tend to put the text before the context.  

Bredella (1996) and Kumar (1996) express that the main goal should not be to give the 

“correct” interpretation of the text to the pupils, but to help them develop their own. Kumar 

says that the teacher cannot give an insight to a pupil. The teacher can only acquaint pupils 

with his/her insights, “but they do not become insights for pupils until they see the meaning 

for themselves and adopt them as their own” (Kumar, 1996: 52). Insight is often gained 

through dialogue and discussion. In dialogue there is an open and seminal exploration of 

different multifaceted issues which requires deep listening to one other and suspending of 

one’s own views. In discussion, several viewpoints are presented and defended and there is a 

search for the most excellent view (Kumar, 1996: 52). 

Barbara Sinclair (1996) describes the importance of explaining the aim of reading, to motivate 

specific activities and also to tell the pupils why it is useful and how what they learn from it 

can be applied to different texts or when they read alone. When teaching literature the 

teacher’s presumed aim is that there will be a development in pupils’ ability to read and 

understand the embedded meanings in the language and contexts of different text types. This 

is further emphasised by McRae who states that by comparing and contrasting the text with 

other texts read, and by looking for similarities in them, an examination of a wider collection 

of texts is allowed, together with a more geographical spread as well as a time spread (1996a: 

229). By encouraging the pupils in reading, they will also eventually be more motivated to 

choose texts independently, according to their own preferences and interests, and then be able 

to read texts with both understanding and enjoyment (Sinclair, 1996: 144).  

Willie Van Peer (1988) discusses the use of texts in teaching and says that one of the most 

frequently used text-processing activities is questioning, that “after having read a text the 

pupils answer questions on it. The problem then becomes whether, and how questioning 

contributes to the general aim of learning to use texts adequately” (1988: 276). The result 
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from a study made by Van Peer shows that the majority of questions asked in the classroom 

are of a kind that involves the lowest degree of mental complexity. Also, the kinds of 

questions showing the weakest links with the pragmatic function of texts will be the most 

recurrently asked. However, questions which are closely linked to this function will be 

somewhat rare (1988: 276f). He has classified the types of questions asked in the classroom 

after a text is read: a) recalling word meanings, b) drawing interferences about word meanings 

from context, c) finding answers to questions answered explicitly in the text, d) weaving 

together ideas in the text, e) drawing inferences from the context, f) recognizing a writer’s 

purpose, attitude, tone, mood, and g) following the structure of a passage (1988: 276). This 

seems to suggest that all there is to learn from the text can be found in the text itself since 

questions to which the pupil has to answer with an assumption are nearly absent (1988: 280).  

Molloy, who also made a similar study of this phenomenon, describes the problem through 

the fact that when teaching a subject, there is also a tradition that the knowledge should be 

testable, and the teacher’s needs of knowledge control might affect the pupils’ attitude 

towards reading and discussing literature (2003: 297f). Rosenblatt (1995: 293) says that 

teachers often forget that an aesthetic reading is prevented by the pupils knowing that they 

first of all will be tested on facts about the novel, which, for that reason, automatically creates 

a more efferent reading.  

Bredella discusses that if aesthetic reading is founded on an intense interaction between the 

text and the reader, and the text does not explicitly devise its meaning but encourages the 

reader to complement what is left unsaid, then one pedagogical potential would be for the 

pupil to imagine what might happen next in different parts of the text. Another task is to make 

the pupils explore in what way specific aspects of the text affect them and what they would 

have done in the character’s position (1996: 19). Carter and Long (1991) deal with the same 

topic and state that the teacher should ask questions that relate to themes that are in the area of 

the pupils’ knowledge and understanding. It does not have to be stated by the teacher, the 

pupils should come to this awareness themselves. To activate experience and make the 

necessary link between what the text is about and what the literary item means to the pupil, 

the teacher may ask questions like: “What would you do if…?” or “How would you feel 

if…?” Open or authentic questions like this do not have a correct answer that the teacher 

possesses, they give both the teacher and the pupils an opportunity to share their own thoughts 

and comments in a conversation, and the different receptions may enrich a collective reading 

of the text (Molloy, 2003). 
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3. Presentation, Analysis and Discussion 

In this chapter the result of the qualitative interviews is presented. To simplify the 

presentation and to keep the informants anonymous they have been given numbers. In this 

study the teachers are called teacher 1, 2, 3 and 4, but the abbreviations T1, T2, T3 and T4 are 

also used. The pupils are represented by the letters A to H.  

3.1 “The literature has to relate to the pupils in some way” 

3.1.1 Novels 

When asked what kind of literature the four teachers choose to work with in the English 

courses the answer given by all four of them is that the literature has to be easy to discuss and 

interesting to read. The ambition of teachers 1 and 3 is to read at least two novels in each 

course, while T2 and T4 read at least four novels in each course during the English 5 or A-, 

and B-courses. This major difference can possibly be attributed to a combination of the non-

existing demands in the syllabi on the number of novels that must be read and the teachers’ 

own reading interest, which most likely has an influence as well. 

The structure of novel reading in the English 5 or A-course is similar for T2 and T4: two free 

choices of novels and two novels decided by the teacher, where at least one of them is a class 

set. For teacher 1, who uses fewer novels, her pupils are allowed to choose for themselves 

once, and the second novel she decides which one to read. Since many of T3’s pupils have 

never read an entire novel her biggest challenge is to find literature that makes them want to 

start reading. Teacher 3 often chooses novels from the popular action genre to catch the 

pupils’ interest and she also offers them to read Penguin Readers, which are modified versions 

of novels and include six different levels of language difficulty. Gladiator, Seven and Saving 

Private Ryan are some specific titles that are novels based on well-known films. The pupils 

recognize them and have seen the films and in that way they might be interested in reading the 

novels as well. For pupils who have reading- and writing difficulties, T4 sometimes chooses 

to work in the same way as T3, which is to allow the pupils to watch the film before reading 

the novel, to reach a better understanding of the text. This is what one side of the literary 

canon debaters argue for: to go outside the canon and encourage the pupils to also discover 

literature from the sub-literary genre, such as films, etc. (Cook, 1996). 

Teacher 3 often works thematically, and brings up themes that are interesting and topical for 

the pupils and applies those themes to a novel or film. In the English 5 or A-course, they work 
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with the theme drugs and read Go Ask Alice or Stone Cold. These novels not only include an 

interesting discussion topic, they are also generally appreciated by the pupils because they are 

easily accessible novels. The fact that the pupil should acquire knowledge about values of 

democracy and grow personally through literature, and that teachers must choose literature 

that mediates these values at the same time as it has to be appealing to read (The Swedish 

National Agency of Education, 2000, 2011), is verified by T3’s way of thinking when 

choosing what literature to read with her pupils. T4 also works thematically, though in a 

slightly different way. She selects literature from an earlier time, for example, Of Mice and 

Men, in which one of the themes is friendship. In class, the pupils discuss how friendship is 

portrayed in the novel, and compare that to how friendship is defined and characterized today. 

This processing of a novel is a fine example of how the literary canon provides a useful link 

between the shared concerns of literature across time (McRae, 1996a: 229).  

In the English B-course, there are larger differences between the teachers and their choices of 

literature. Teacher 4, who teaches English B and C2, wants her pupils to read both classics 

from the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries as well as famous contemporary youth literature. 

Specific titles mentioned are: Alice in Wonderland, Pride and Prejudice, Brave New World 

and The Kite Runner. Teacher 1 wants her pupils to read a classical work from a well-known 

author of the nineteenth century, such as Austen, Dickens, the Brontë sisters or Poe. Teachers 

2 and 3, on the other hand, never use entire novels from the eighteenth or nineteenth centuries, 

they only read short extracts from them, but T2 emphasises the importance of reading a few 

well-known, but modern, novels. Besides Brave New World, she mentions 1984 and To Kill a 

Mockingbird as two novels that she uses from time to time in the B-course. Reading English 

literature from different time eras is a part of the syllabus for English B, but it is expressed 

that entire novels need not be read, only extracts from them (The Swedish National Agency of 

Education, 2000). 

3.1.2 The influence of the literary canon 

When asked what influence the literary canon has when choosing literature, some of the 

teachers answered that they were not at all familiar with the term literary canon. After a short 

explanation, T1 gave the answer that the literary canon does not have much influence, but she 

wishes that they would read more classics. However, there are a number of issues, including 

                                                           
2 English C represents the most advanced course there is to take in the English subject in the Swedish high 
school. 
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the lack of class sets of novels and the fact that the classics often contain a fairly complicated 

language and, consequently, are too complicated to read and understand for many pupils. 

Another disadvantage is that they are seldom favoured by the pupils, because of the difficulty 

to gain insight into the situation and to be able to relate to the literature. This statement is 

verified by McRae (1996a), who also thinks that this could be the largest problem with the 

literary canon works. 

Teacher 3 uses the literary canon on the B-level, only because one of the goals to be achieved 

at the end of the course is to have knowledge of how literature has developed through history 

(The Swedish National Agency of Education, 2000). For T4, the literary canon has a great 

influence since the literature that is bought to the school has to be functional numerous times 

and therefore chiefly includes well-known works from famous authors. To sum up, inevitably, 

teachers are controlled by the literary canon, both consciously and unconsciously just as 

Molloy (2003: 170) states. Hence, the school’s supply determines what the pupils will read, 

and that generally implies a majority of classical works. 

3.1.3 Films 

Films are used as literature by all four teachers, though to varying extent. In the English 5 or 

A-course T1 shows two films by Michael Moore: Sicko and Bowling for Columbine. In the B-

course they first read and then watch Freedom Writers. In the criteria for the grade G3 in the 

syllabus for English B it is said that the pupil should be able to describe different conditions in 

society, cultural traditions and manners of living where English is spoken, and use this 

background to discuss different kinds of novels, films and music (The Swedish National 

Agency of Education, 2000).  

Teacher 2 uses films once or twice each course and she selects new films that the pupils like 

and that deal with themes that are easy to discuss. Teacher 4 works with film as a 

complement, by showing the cinematized version of the novel they have just read, as, for 

example, Once Were Warriors. Alternatively she chooses a film where typical references to 

intertextuality can be found and discussed, for example, between Alice in Wonderland and 

Matrix. Comparing and contrasting different texts and looking for similarities in them, allow 

                                                           
3 The criteria for certificates describe and detail the qualitative knowledge that represents each grade. The 
relation between the grades (G, VG and MVG) has its origin in qualitative disparity. G is the lowest grade for 
passing and the VG grade is, for example, “higher rated than the G grade because it, besides including all the G 
grade qualities, also contains additional qualities. These additional qualities stand for knowledge that is seen as 
more qualified than those for the grade G” (The Swedish National Agency of Education, 2008). 



12 
 

an examination of a wider collection of texts, as well as a time spread of texts (McRae, 1996a: 

229). 

As mentioned earlier, T3’s pupils watch many films. Teacher 3 says she uses the medium 

because the pupils like it, and she argues that it is the only way to have them interested in 

discussing. A significant difference is that T3, and sometimes T4 too, work the other way 

around, in contrast to T1 and T2, whose pupils usually are required to read the novel before 

watching the film. However, since almost none of T3’s pupils read at all, she instead tries to 

catch their interest by proposing novels based on films they have watched. This can be 

strongly connected to what Carter and Long (1991) say about the motivation in reading being 

dependent on how well the literature can relate to the pupils and their interests.  

3.2 Working with literature 

One aspect the four interviewees shared was that they all prefer written or oral analyses, 

where not all the answers can be found in the novel or film but force the pupils to share their 

own thoughts. Analyses of that kind involve a mixture of both efferent and aesthetic reading, 

where the content is related to the pupils’ own experiences and emotions (Lundahl, 2009).  

All four teachers also seem to find reading journals a good way of revising a novel. A reading 

journal asks mainly for the pupil’s own thoughts and reflections. The novel is divided into 

parts and every week all the pupils have to read a certain part, and, during lesson time, write a 

reflective text related to the part they have read. An alternative to this is to choose a number 

of quotations from the parts they have recently read, and write their own thoughts about them. 

This method can be placed within the scope of aesthetic reading, but can be regarded as 

efferent reading as well depending on what kind of instructions that are given for the 

assignment. If working with details in the text the reading will turn out efferent and if only 

parts of the text are treated and the content is related to the pupils’ experiences and emotions 

it would be within the field of aesthetic reading (Lundahl, 2009: 185). 

Another common way of working when reading a class set of a novel is to divide the novel 

into parts and divide the class into as many groups as there are parts. Teacher 2 gives every 

group responsibility for one specific part each and the task to prepare 10-12 questions relating 

to that specific part of the novel. Those pupils are also in charge of asking the questions and 

lead the group seminar that week. The questions must be of an analytical or reflective nature 

(What do you think? What would happen if..? Why did she do that? Could she have done it in 
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another way? etc.). This example reflects Langer’s (1995) description of using pupils’ 

questions as a starting-point for text-talks in the classroom. Moreover, Kumar (1996) and 

Molloy (2003) discuss that questions like those, so-called open or authentic questions, might 

enrich a collective reading of the text, since several different receptions are shared through 

dialogue and discussion. However, the result from a study made by Van Peer shows that the 

majority of questions asked in the classroom are of a kind where the pupils have to answer by 

recalling word meanings or answer questions where the answers are explicitly expressed in 

the text (1988: 276f). In contrast, the result of the present study seems to suggest the opposite: 

that the answers to the questions seldom can be found in the text itself, but encourage the 

pupils to reflect and make assumptions, rather than searching for the ‘correct’ answer. 

3.3 Motivating the choices of literature and working methods 

Teacher 1 tries to vary her teaching with both written and oral assignments, and “traditional” 

teaching from the textbook. Her motto is that the pupils should find the teaching fun and 

interesting. One advantage of first reading the novel and watching the film afterwards, is an 

opening to more depth in the discussions, as novel and film sometimes are performed from 

different point of views and might serve as complements to each other. This allows the pupil 

to create a more complex picture of the story and hopefully a better understanding. Teacher 1 

claims that writing shows much of the pupils’ language skills, but states that speaking is the 

most important one. Oral assignments let T1 determine the linguistic proficiency more fully; 

she becomes aware of a pupil’s vocabulary, pronunciation and grammar at the same time.  

Motivating her choices of literature, teacher 2 explains that she prefers to read novels instead 

of watching films, due to the fact that novels are easier for the pupils to analyse. Her 

experiences are that when watching films “the pupils often get carried away by the film so 

they forget the analysing part”. If that is the case, she immediately and probably 

unconsciously leaves out the possible aesthetic experiences that the pupils could receive from 

films because of her conception that film is an insignificant part of literature, and that 

language is much better learned when reading.  

Teacher 3’s intention and goal with literature in the English courses is “being able to adapt to 

the pupils’ interests so that they will begin reading” and she emphasises the pupils’ need to 

develop a reading habit. According to her, it is important to have discussions about topics that 

are relevant for the pupils, such as drugs, racism and violence because they will then increase 

their knowledge and hopefully remove some of their prejudices. As mentioned before, 
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learning about democratic values and also conflicts around them in order to increase the 

ability to understand others’ experiences is a fundamental constituent of the syllabus (The 

Swedish National Agency of Education, 2000, 2011), and should therefore be an obvious 

content in every teacher’s teaching. 

Teacher 4 prefers when the literature is chosen by the teacher. She says that the discussions 

contain more depth as opposed to when the pupils themselves are the ones choosing what to 

read. The processing of the novels, unfortunately, often becomes shallow as a consequence of 

the teacher not being able to read all the different novels that the pupils have chosen. The 

teacher can ask questions about, for example, the characters and their development throughout 

the novel in order to help the pupil reflect upon what he/she has read, to hopefully reach a 

deeper understanding. However, that never reaches the same depth as when she chooses what 

literature to work with herself. After reading a class set of a novel, the pupils are asked to 

write a report during one lesson, including both direct and reflective questions like: “How did 

you think the character acted in that specific situation and why?”. The aim with the 

assignment is to encourage the pupils to think, explain and discuss the causes of actions in the 

novel, and strengthen their answers with quotes from the novel. This is also in contrast to Van 

Peer’s result (1988). 

It is clear that group discussions followed by an individually written assignment cover many 

important features of the language: speaking in the discussions, writing and answering 

analytical questions in novel talks and in the written assignment. All these items give every 

pupil a challenge as well as the chance of showing the areas where they are most skilled. 

Furthermore, it is also a way for the teacher to both listen to the pupils talking about the 

literature and to read something written by them within the same working operation. 

Discussions also provide the pupils with a deeper understanding and a wider perspective of 

the reading, which is in agreement with what Langer (1995) describes. 

3.4 Motivating the pupils to read 

When finding literature that will motivate her pupils to read, teacher 3 receives help from the 

library staff. They pick out a number of novels before she brings her class to the library. 

Usually it turns out better when the novels are visible for the pupils, in contrast to when they 

have to search among the book shelves themselves. If reading a class set of a novel, teacher 3 

often presents the novel by reading the first chapter aloud, and her intention with that is to 

arouse their curiosity of and interest for the story. Teacher 4 sometimes plays the introduction 
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of the novel on audio book, read out by the author him/herself, where he/she comments on the 

novel, highlights the themes and presents a quantity of context-based information. That often 

increases their interest in continuing to read the novel. Sinclair (1996: 144) states that the 

pupils will eventually be more motivated to choose texts independently and in accordance 

with their own preferences and interests if the teacher encourages them to read. Teachers 3 

and 4 encourage their pupils to read novels by arguing that it is the best way if they want to 

improve their English. McRae emphasises the importance of the teacher presenting the 

literature and explains the benefits of reading a particular text (1996b: 24).  

When working with a class set of a novel, to begin with, T1 selects a number of novels which 

she first reads and then chooses the one most suitable. If the pupils make their own choices 

she tries to guide them, depending on what grade they are trying to obtain. The higher the 

grade aimed for, the more advanced linguistically and in terms of content the novel should be. 

Thus, most important is that the pupils have to be able to relate to the literature, something 

that is also highlighted by Carter and Long (1991), McRae (1996b) as well as Molloy (2003). 

Teacher 4 goes a step further and motivates her pupils by linking the literature, or specific 

themes, to the pupils’ conditions today, and she asks questions like: “If you had been that 

person, what would you have done?” Asking the pupils to explain what they would have done 

in the character’s position is, according to Bredella (1996), an example that promotes 

aesthetic reading because it encourages the reader to complement what is not expressed 

explicitly in the text and strengthens the interaction between the reader and the text. 

3.5 What do the pupils learn by reading literature? 

Teacher 1 states that pupils develop their vocabulary mainly by reading texts and watching 

films. They can understand the context if not a specific word, and when they see the word in 

another context they can remember seeing the word before. According to her, those pupils 

who watch a great number of films, television programs and play games are generally better 

at expressing themselves orally, both when it comes to vocabulary, pronunciation, fluency and 

syntax, which is naturally reflected in their writing as well. Teachers 3 and 4 feel that the 

pupils develop their vocabulary, spelling and grammar mainly by reading. The listening 

comprehension is improved by watching films, which is an immense help at the National 

Test. T3 also emphasises film as the stimulation for growth in the pupils’ reflective aptitude. 

In addition, pupils develop their knowledge of English-speaking countries, knowledge that 

should be attained after finishing the English 5 or A-course (The Swedish National Agency of 
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Education, 2000, 2011). Moreover, pupils are introduced to questions of life that they are not 

in contact with in their every-day life. By reading novels and watching films, pupils develop 

an understanding for people not sharing the same culture or circumstances of life. They also 

become aware of important historic events, which have resulted in the society we know today. 

3.6 Pupils’ experiences of literature and the teaching 

3.6.1 Who should decide what to read? 

Generally, pupils are negative to the teachers choosing what literature to read. They are all 

more interested and motivated in reading if they have had the opportunity to choose the 

literature on their own. However, pupil E gets motivated to read by the teacher’s argument for 

reading a particular novel if the teacher claims that “it is something you should have read”. 

Unfortunately, she says, the novels are hardly ever good, but she chooses to read them for the 

sake of general knowledge. What kind of literature the teacher argues for remains unclear, but 

by having the school’s supply in mind it is to a certain extent possible that the literary canon 

has an influence on that. Another issue connected to the discussion about literary canon is the 

question regarding who has the right to decide what good literature is, and why it necessarily 

has to be read. 

According to pupils A, C and G, it works relatively well when the teacher decides, but it is 

nearly impossible to suit the same novel to 20 different pupils and assume that they will all 

like it. The pupils have to accommodate to the rest of the class, and realize that it is tolerable 

not to like the novel, yet it can still mediate things that are interesting to discuss. According to 

pupil G, though, his/her class is facing some difficulties with that. Their discussions turn out 

neither good nor profitable, since they focus mainly on arguing about how bad the novel is. 

Several pupils also express that the reading turns out more shallow when they are compelled 

to read a specific novel and that they just skim read it to be able to answer possible questions 

from the teacher. This result corresponds with Molloy’s, whose study shows a lack of 

engagement in novels that the pupils did not find interesting and, consequently, that lead to a 

shallower reading (2003: 282). The result also suggests that the reading turns out more 

efferent due to the fact that if the pupils do not like what they read, they most likely do not 

reflect upon it either. 

If the entire class is expected to read the same novel and discuss it afterwards, pupil H 

emphasises the importance of the teacher making the choice because “we would never 
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manage agreeing on which novel to read”. Moreover pupil H claims that “the teacher has 

more knowledge than we do about literature that deals with topics interesting to discuss”. In 

contrast, pupil B highlights that “if we are going to read a class set of a novel, the class should 

decide which novel”. So far none of the pupils have experienced that any of their teachers 

have chosen a novel specifically for them. However, some of them say that restrictions on 

what genre to read are acceptable as long as they can choose the novel, or alternatively, if the 

teacher has brought a few novels from which the pupils can choose. Whichever alternative, 

the pupils still have made the main choice themselves. This result partly agrees with Molloy’s 

(2003: 31), but more or less fully corresponds to the one Koc (2007) received in his study, 

which shows that some of the informants prefer when pupils themselves make the choice. 

Nevertheless, other informants insist that it often turns out well when the teachers decide, 

because they already have an idea of what literature that is suitable. Or, alternatively, that 

there is a smaller selection of literature that could be presented, and the pupils could choose 

from them (2007: 18). 

3.6.2 Important when choosing and reading literature 

When asked what is most important to the pupils when choosing and reading literature, four 

pupils answer that the front cover is most important. The title and the cover must look 

appealing to read, and some of the pupils also mention the blurb as very important. Four 

pupils say that they habitually look for a specific genre or a favourite author of theirs, to be 

more or less certain that they will like the novel or film. Pupil C always reads the introduction 

of the novel and if the story has not been able to catch his/her interest by the end of the first 

chapter, he/she chooses another one, if possible.  Recommendations from others, a specific 

theme, or a really good film trailer are also factors that are of importance when choosing. 

Three pupils (B, C and F) prefer novels before films, two pupils (E and H) prefer films before 

novels and three pupils (A, D and G) prefer both of them. Pupil B favours novels before films, 

for the reason that novels usually are more detailed and easier for him/her to relate to. He/she 

likes exciting crime stories, dramas concerning family relations and other novels that contain 

a lot of thoughtfulness and unexpected twists. According to Pupil E and H, the advantage of 

reading literature is to step into the life of someone else and escape from reality. Pupil E 

describes the phenomenon as follows: “To experience different actions and emotions through 

another person’s view, especially very sad things like accidents, diseases or miserable love, 

without that actually happening to oneself, is in some way thrilling”. This quote clearly 
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describes what Bredella intends when claiming that the readers’ horizons are broadened by 

aesthetic reading since the pupils must situate themselves into circumstances “they have not 

yet experienced” (1996: 18). It also connects to the fact that the reader is not only a looker-on, 

but a participant as well, in the manner that the story creates a subjective world to which the 

reader reacts with emotions, associations and thoughts (Langer, 1995; Bredella, 1996; 

Lundahl, 2009).  

Consistently, the most important features of a novel or a film are excitement and action. Pupil 

H emphasises that to him/her, the story has to be realistic and possible to relate to. Literature 

from the fantasy or science fiction genre is nothing that interests him/her. Therefore, he/she is 

not motivated in reading 1984 as they are doing in his/her class right now. Pupil G, who is a 

classmate to pupil H, has a totally different view of 1984. He/she finds it extremely interesting 

to read about what might happen with a society that is based and completely dependent on 

technical development if the entire system collapses. This result is noticeable because teacher 

2 is their teacher, and the aim of choosing this particular novel for this particular class, was 

that she had the pupils’ study field in mind, as pupils at the Technical Programme. It is 

possible, though, that showing a film with the same theme would have fascinated the pupils 

more. Teacher 2’s lack of interest in using films in her teaching sometimes becomes 

predominant and she seems to forget to keep the pupils’ interest in mind. Film is a time-

consuming activity counted in the amount of lessons, compared to reading novels besides the 

regular studies. However, if it means that it can catch several pupils’ interest, then perhaps it 

could be worth it. 

Most of the pupils are positive to the combination of first reading a novel and then watching 

the film that is based on the novel, alternatively reading a novel and watching a film that deal 

with the same theme(s) or historic event(s). Pupil A and B say that they get a broader picture 

of the literature by combining novel and film. That is also confirmed by their teacher, teacher 

1, who shares the same opinion, that the novel and the film often operate as complement to 

each other and that it might broaden the pupils’ experience and understanding of the literature. 

According to McRae (1996a: 229), comparing and contrasting different texts and looking for 

similarities allow an examination of a wider collection of texts.  
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3.6.3 Working with literature 

All eight pupils are fond of how they usually work with literature, despite the fact that they 

represent four different high school programmes and have four different teachers. They like 

oral discussions, both in groups and when the whole class participates. It is seen as a great 

opportunity to listen to each other’s views and at the same time develop their own thoughts: 

“Through discussions, new perspectives of the literature are presented. If I do not entirely 

understand the book at first that might change after listening to the opinions of others” (Pupil 

A). In discussions, pupils might reach a deeper understanding of the novel or film, at the same 

time as they are practicing speaking English by phrasing and expressing their opinions to their 

classmates. ”It is fun to share my own experiences and thoughts of, for example, a specific 

episode in the novel, and then listen to others’ experience of the same event” (Pupil E). As it 

seems, the discussions serve a very important function for the pupils’ need of sharing their 

opinions and creating an understanding of what they have read. This is in line with what 

Langer (1995) discusses about the reader building envisionments that are continued being 

built on when thinking and talking about the literature after reading it.  

If they were given the opportunity to choose freely how to work with literature, pupils A, B, 

D, F and H would want to read a complete novel and have a deadline for a written analysis. 

Their motivation for that working process is that they can plan their own reading and writing 

without having any responsibility to the classmates, like when reading a class set of a novel. 

However, this is contradictive, since they all state that they prefer oral discussions and 

experience that those are more profitable. The main issue with reading novels in class sets 

might involve the sense of obligation to others, and, in addition, the time it takes to prepare 

themselves for the seminars by creating study questions, being an active speaker and 

occasionally also lead a seminar. 

When working with films, instead of having a discussion in the class where the teacher’s 

study questions are the starting-point, pupil C would prefer to split the class into groups. Each 

group would focus on something specific, for example, analyse the main character and his/her 

development throughout the film, analyse the course of events or discover different themes 

and then present that to the rest of the class. Moreover, exploring and discussing similarities 

and differences between novel and film is another approach that is very much desired by 

pupils G and H and again, this result is noticeable, since they are rarely given the opportunity 

to work with film. 
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3.6.4 What do the pupils learn by reading literature? 

All pupils agree that their language skills increase by reading novels and watching films. 

Vocabulary, spelling, pronunciation and syntax are the areas in which the pupils experience 

the main improvements. The majority of the pupils state that they learn vocabulary and word 

order when reading novels and pronunciation when watching films. Pupil G says that most 

likely “you do not reflect over the fact that you are taking in new words when watching a 

film”, but emphasises, though, that one most certainly does. As a result of reading novels and 

watching films, the pupils agree that their fluency improves, both when writing and speaking 

English. However, an overall opinion is that they learn more by reading novels than by 

watching films, as pupil C explains: “I learn a lot more by reading than by listening”. Only 

pupils E and H experience the reverse, and state that their language skills mainly develop 

when watching films and TV-series without subtitles. 

Besides a linguistic development, many of the pupils also experience a better understanding 

of human conditions that differ from their own. They also learn to understand the behaviour 

of others and their actions and reactions in different situations and become more open to other 

people’s way of thinking and living. Knowledge of the surrounding world and historic events 

are the areas pupils D, E and H experience as most important and interesting. Molloy (2003: 

42) states that when given the opportunity to observe one’s own experiences in a larger 

context, the ability to understand other’s experiences may increase. 
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4. Conclusion 

The aim of this study was to show how four English teachers approach their teaching of 

English literature in the classroom in accordance with the syllabi for English 5, A and B. It 

was also of interest to distinguish what factors influenced their choices of literature, and to 

explore what kinds of creative teaching methods the teachers used, trying to inspire and get 

their pupils motivated in reading and discussing literature. Furthermore, this study aimed to 

show how eight Swedish pupils experienced reading English literature and in what ways 

literature affected them and their language learning. To answer the questions of issue for this 

essay, qualitative interviews were preferred as method. The interviews were performed with 

four English teachers and eight pupils at the same high school, but on four different occasions.  

The result of the study shows that the number of novels being read in English 5, A and B was 

mostly influenced by the teachers’ own reading interest as a result of the lacking guidelines 

for that in the syllabi. When choosing what literature to use, the teachers always had the 

pupils’ interests and study fields in mind, and chose literature that the pupils could relate to in 

some way and that made them willing to discuss it afterwards. When working with literature 

the most commonly used method was the analysis in different constellations with diverse 

content and performance. The goal yet seemed to be the same: that the pupils should develop 

their abilities to analyse and reflect upon novels and films that they have taken part of, and 

draw comparisons to themselves and society.   

All teachers tried to vary their teaching as much as possible and choose literature suitable for 

their pupils. All four of them also thought that literature gives pupils a chance to both develop 

personally and improve their language skills. They all agreed that oral discussions and 

preferably analyses in groups is the method that makes the most of the literature and the 

pupils’ understanding of it. The teachers acquire a general view of every pupil’s language 

skill, at the same time as there are good discussions about literature. 

The result from the pupil interviews shows that the pupils preferred making their own choice 

of literature instead of the teacher deciding what to read. Further, all the pupils agreed that the 

advantages and pleasure of reading literature are to escape reality and to participate in a story 

in which they situate themselves into inexperienced, but realistic circumstances, without it 

actually happening to them in real life.  
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Combining reading a novel and then watching a film based on the novel was for some 

teachers and all the pupils seen as a successful way to broaden the experience of reading. Oral 

discussions about literature facilitate the pupils’ thoughts in the process of creating an 

understanding of a text. The pupils also highlighted the benefit of listening to others’ 

experiences and interpretations of the same text.  

The areas in which the pupils experience the main improvement are: vocabulary, spelling, 

pronunciation and syntax. Additionally, many of the pupils experience a deeper understanding 

of other human circumstances.  

The general conclusion is that the teachers in this study used varying teaching methods to 

encourage and motivate their pupils in reading English literature in order to develop 

linguistically. When processing the literature, both efferent and aesthetic reading were parts of 

the progression, but the focus turned out to be mainly on the aesthetic reading, in which 

discussions and sharing the pupils’ personal thoughts and experiences with others were 

essential in order to reach a deeper understanding of the texts the pupils had read. 
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