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Edmund Dudley 

	Using Literature to Teach Language 

Promoting writing and creative writing skills


Session 2
- Exploring a variety of text types and activities;
- Writing activities that promote both language awareness and creativity;

- Boosting students’ confidence in themselves as writers
Analysing language? Make the challenge enjoyable

The activity of analysing language can be made more engaging if we use extracts from literature to introduce the features of language we would like to focus on. For example, the following short extract from Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland contains two examples of antimetabole (the repetition of words in successive clauses, but in transposed order). Ask students to read the text and identify the two examples:


‘Then you must say what you mean,’ the March Hare said.


‘I do,’ Alice said quickly. ‘Well, I mean what I say. And that’s the same thing, you know.’


‘No it isn’t!’ said the Hatter. ‘Listen to this. I see what I eat means one thing, but I eat what I see means something very different.’ 





Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland by Lewis Carroll


(Oxford Dominoes / Literature Insight,  Insight Pre-Intermediate p.87)

Ask students to explain the difference in meaning between say what you mean and mean what you say, and between see what you eat and eat what you see. They can provide a spoken explanation, put something down in writing, or even demonstrate the difference by drawing pictures. As a follow-up, collect further examples of antimetabole on the board or on a specially made poster, complete with illustrations. 

Note that although in this lesson we are focusing students’ attention on the language and how it works, by the end of the class you might find yourself with some students who are suddenly more interested in finding out more about Alice…

Exploit audio and video

Using literature in class does not always have to involve reading. Exploiting adaptations of literary classics on DVD or listening to extracts from audiobooks can be more motivating than working with texts only, especially if your students have negative associations with reading as an activity. 

Alternatively, consider combining text and video in the same activity. For example, choose a short extract (max 2 min) from the DVD version of a work of literature. Play it to the class and ask them to describe what is happening and what they think is going to happen next. Then provide a gapped text from the book which corresponds to the scene the students have just watched. See if they can fill the gaps with an appropriate word. In each case, there can be more than one acceptable answer for any one gap. 

Then he stopped and looked at the fence, put down his ​​​brush and sat down. There were hours of work in front of him and he was the __________ boy in the village.


After ten minutes Tom had an idea, a wonderful idea. He took up the brush again and began work. He saw his friend Joe Harper in the street, but he didn’t __________ at him. Joe had an apple in his hand. He came up to Tom and looked at the fence.

‘I am sorry, Tom.’


Tom said nothing. The paint brush moved up and down.


‘Working for your aunt?’ said Joe. ‘I’m going down to the __________. I’m sorry you can’t come with me.’


‘Tom put down his brush. ‘You __________ this work?’ he said.


‘Painting a __________?’ said Joe. ‘Of course it’s work!’


‘Perhaps it is and perhaps it isn’t. But I like it,’ said Tom. ‘I can go to the river any day. I can’t paint a fence very __________.’  




Oxford Bookworms 1 The Adventures of Tom Sawyer 
Clip at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Uop8-cJzYaA from 15:45

Encourage students to write creatively

Does this sound too ambitious an aim? Well, if we ask our students each to write an entire short story in English, then perhaps it might be. On the other hand, a simple activity like ‘Write the first line’ works extremely well in class as an initial creative-writing task. Here is how it works:

Show the students the cover of a book and elicit some information about its plot, perhaps by using quiz questions (see tip 1). Do not let students open the book. Ask everyone in the group to imagine how they think the story begins. Provide them each with a slip of paper and ask them to write ‘their’ opening sentence. Meanwhile, write the actual opening line on another slip of paper. When the students are ready, collect all the slips of paper, mix them up and read them out one by one. Students vote for which opening sentence they think is the best. The most gratifying feature of this activity is that the ‘real’ first line is rarely the one that gets the most votes. In this way, students gain a lot of confidence, which can be further harnessed in subsequent creative-writing activities. 

Make the most of art, illustrations and drawings

The illustrations contained in graded readers can be shown to students before reading as a way of generating interest in what happens. Encourage students to make speculations based on the illustrations and, if several illustrations from the same book are being used, invite students to order them and explain the possible chain of events.

Alternatively, get the students to respond to a text by creating artwork and illustrations of their own. For example, ask students to listen to an extract from the audio version of a story and get them each to sketch what is being described.  Or you could ask students to design a poster for a film-version of the book, based on a striking incident in the text they have been working with. 
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