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Edmund Dudley 

	Using Literature to Teach Language
Promoting Oral Skills


Session 1

- Exploring the potential of literature as way of getting students to speak;

- A strategy for overcoming students’ reluctance to read;

- Using literature as a means of enhancing motivation

Reluctance to read literature

For many English teachers, love of the language and love of English literature go hand in hand. But is it the same for our students? Sadly, most teenage learners of English do not seem too excited about the topic of literature, associating it with dusty texts and tedious book reviews.
( Do you agree? What can be done?

The Magnet and the Hook

Instead of adopting a heavy-handed approach, the ‘magnet and hook’ is a more subtle strategy, based on using literature as the basis for classroom communication. The activities we do in class draw inspiration from the literary texts, but students do not have to have to read the texts in order to take part. The activity can act as a ‘magnet’ itself, drawing students in. If the activity is intrinsically motivating, the students might then find themselves ‘hooked’ – curious to find out more about the text on which the activity is based.

Simple ‘magnet and hook’ activities include quiz questions based on book covers, quiz questions based on blurbs, matching extracts and titles, matching writers and books, matching writers and their rooms

Work with short extracts

Sometimes, less is more. Resist the temptation to give reluctant students long passages to read - there is actually a lot that you can do with a short extract. One simple activity is to show students a single line from a story they have not read and get them to use their imagination to make sense of the gaps in meaning. For example, you could take this line from The Railway Children: 

“Tell him the things are for Peter, the boy who was sorry about the coal, then he will understand.”







The Railway Children by Edith Nesbit

(Oxford Dominoes / Literature Insight, Insight Pre-Intermediate p.90)

Who is Peter? What things does he need? Why? What happened with the coal? And who ‘will understand’? Students have not read the book, so they have no way of knowing the answers to these questions. Instead, encourage them to think creatively. In class, get students working in small groups to come up with imaginative answers to the questions. Once you have listened to all the suggestions, the students are likely to be curious about the actual answers contained in the story.
Get in the act

Experiment with different ways of responding to an extract, text or clip. For example, why not encourage students to perform a mini-drama or re-enactment of the scene you have been studying? Drama activities can be extremely motivating for students, especially if a variety of roles are made available which exploit the strengths and skills of different students. For example, not everyone has to be an actor; some students might prefer to work on the script, to design scenery illustrations, or to be the director. You could even make a movie. These days, we do not need expensive camera equipment and the help of technicians in order to shoot film – many students have smartphones, which they can be encouraged to use in order to film performances. Upload the results to YouTube or a private data sharing site, and enjoy.
Get them talking

When we work with texts there is always a temptation to focus too much on comprehension; in extension activities, however, we need to make sure that we fire up students’ imagination as well. Design follow-up activities based on open-ended prompts. Aim to get students working together and give them plenty of scope to express their thoughts and opinions. Try simple speaking activities which explore the possible opinions and motives of characters in the story you are looking at. Interviews, fishbowl debates and ‘empty chair’ activities can all motivate students to get involved and express their ideas, while also activating the language explored in the text. In the case of The Railway Children, for example (tip 3), the question ‘Was Peter right to steal the coal?’ could be the starting point for a whole-group follow-up speaking activity using one of these techniques.
Fishbowl discussions (or ‘Socratic seminars’)
A fishbowl discussion is an excellent format for more formal and structured spoken interaction. It can be used as a post-reading activity, to give students a chance to discuss aspects of the text in more detail.

The class is divided into an inner and outer circle. In the inner circle a small number of students discuss the text according to pre-specified criteria. Students in the outer circle do not speak, but are given focused observation criteria. They share their insights at the conclusion of the discussion.


In some fishbowl discussions, a student from the outer circle can join the inner circle mid-discussion if a student is willing to vacate it.

Possible Outer Circle roles (from KIPP Public Charter Schools)

http://bit.ly/1IE26ZL

- Reporter


- Silent Contributor


- Referencing Text Counter


- Comment Counter


- Shadower

( What would be the advantages and disadvantages of using fishbowl discussions with your students to discuss literary texts?
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