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Abstract 

Literature has long played a key role in language teaching, but its potential 

extends beyond linguistic development to the moral, emotional, and cultural growth 

of learners. This paper explores the educational and moral functions of literature in 

English language classrooms, drawing on established scientific approaches and 

research from applied linguistics, education, and literary studies.  

The article reviews theories that support the integration of literature into 

language education, such as transformative learning, content-based instruction, inner 

speech development, and humanistic pedagogy. Through these lenses, the paper 

discusses how literature fosters empathy, ethical reasoning, intercultural competence, 

and reflective thinking. It also highlights practical challenges and suggests 

pedagogical strategies for effectively incorporating literature into ESL/EFL 

classrooms. The study affirms that literature, when used thoughtfully, serves not only 

as a tool for teaching language but also as a medium for shaping the moral and 

intellectual development of learners. 

Keywords: transformative learning, content-based instruction, humanistic pedagogy, 

disorienting dilemmas, moral reasoning. 

Introduction 

In today’s globalized and culturally diverse context, language education must 

extend beyond the teaching of grammar and vocabulary to encompass the 

development of values, critical thinking, empathy, and intercultural competence—

skills that are essential for nurturing responsible global citizens. Literature, with its 

rich narratives and humanistic themes, serves as an effective medium for realizing 

this comprehensive educational objective 

The dual potential of literature to serve both linguistic and moral development 

makes it an invaluable resource in ESL/EFL education. Stories, poems, and plays 
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provide not only language input but also opportunities for learners to engage with 

ethical questions, develop emotional intelligence, and understand different 

worldviews. As Christie (1992) argues, literacy education must address broader socio-

cultural and intellectual needs, especially in multicultural contexts. 

This paper explores the scientific foundations and practical implications of using 

literature to promote moral and educational outcomes in language teaching. 

Drawing from interdisciplinary sources, it presents a comprehensive view of how 

literature can be effectively integrated into language curricula. 

 Literature Review 

The educational role of literature has been addressed by scholars in applied 

linguistics, cognitive education, and literary theory. Crandall (1987) introduced the 

idea of teaching English through content areas, emphasizing that integrating academic 

subjects like literature into language learning enhances both content understanding 

and language acquisition. This was supported by Davison and Williams (2001), who 

highlighted unresolved issues in mainstream language education—particularly the 

underuse of literature in content integration. 

Mezirow’s (1991) theory of transformative learning offers another critical foundation. 

He argued that adult learners undergo personal transformation through reflection, 

often triggered by meaningful content. Literature—with its emotional depth and 

moral conflicts—acts as a powerful stimulus for such reflection, especially in 

discussions involving moral dilemmas, personal values, and empathy. 

De Guerrero (2005) explored the role of inner speech in second language learning. 

She argued that when learners engage with literature, especially in imaginative 

reading, they activate internal dialogue, which enhances language processing and self-

awareness. Similarly, Kember et al. (1999) found that reflective thinking, often 

encouraged by literary tasks such as journaling and character analysis, deepens both 

cognitive and moral learning. 

More recently, educators like Denham and Figueras (2009) and Ferradas (2009) have 

emphasized literature’s relevance in modern classrooms, particularly through the 

BritLit project, which shows how literature can help students relate emotionally and 

ethically to texts. 
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The Moral Potential of Literature 

One of literature’s greatest strengths lies in its ability to promote moral 

reasoning and ethical development. Fiction often places characters in complex 

situations that require ethical choices, thereby prompting readers to reflect on values 

such as honesty, justice, compassion, and responsibility. 

Mourão (2009) argued that stories used in primary classrooms help children process 

moral experiences and cultural differences. Similarly, Ghosn (2002) identified four 

reasons for using literature in language classrooms: fostering empathy, promoting 

critical thinking, developing language skills, and nurturing imagination—all of which 

contribute to moral and emotional growth. 

Intercultural competence is another key outcome. Texts from different cultures 

expose students to various belief systems and moral codes, helping them understand 

and respect diversity. Russian scholars such as Petrova (2019), Novikova (2018), and 

Zakharova (2017) emphasized literature’s role in building cultural awareness, 

especially through authentic texts and role-play activities based on moral scenarios. 

Furthermore, inner moral dialogue, as discussed by De Guerrero (2005), is activated 

during reading. When learners imagine themselves in characters’ positions, they 

engage in self-assessment and moral comparison. This form of critical empathy 

supports character education and enhances social awareness. 

Scientific Approaches to Literature in Language Teaching 

Several scientific and pedagogical approaches support the integration of 

literature into language instruction: CBI, as proposed by Crandall (1987) and 

expanded in CALLA (Cognitive Academic Language Learning Approach), 

incorporates subject matter into language learning. Literature used as content 

promotes both linguistic accuracy and conceptual depth, providing learners with rich 

language input contextualized within meaningful narratives. 

Mezirow’s (1991) theory highlights the power of critical reflection. Literary 

texts act as “disorienting dilemmas” that prompt learners to re-evaluate their beliefs. 

This process not only improves interpretive and analytical skills but also supports 

personal transformation. Rooted in Vygotsky’s work, this theory emphasizes learning 

through interaction and cultural tools. Literature serves as such a tool, enabling social 
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learning and moral discussion in collaborative settings (Davison & Williams, 2001). 

Shared readings and discussions help learners develop both language and ethical 

reasoning. 

 

  Humanistic Language Teaching 

This approach, promoted by Widdowson and others, views learners as whole 

individuals with emotional and ethical needs. Literature appeals to learners’ 

humanity, encouraging emotional connection, self-expression, and moral 

consideration. Kolodner and Guzdial (1999) advocated using real-life cases for 

learning. Literary narratives function similarly, allowing learners to examine 

situations, evaluate consequences, and reflect on alternative actions. 

Despite its benefits, using literature in language education presents several 

challenges: 

• Cultural Appropriateness: Some texts may not align with the learners’ 

cultural or religious values. Teachers must carefully select materials that 

respect cultural sensitivities while promoting open dialogue. 

• Teacher Preparedness: Not all language teachers are trained to handle 

ethical discussions or literary analysis. Professional development is needed to 

equip them with the skills to guide moral and reflective learning. 

• Curriculum Constraints: In exam-oriented systems, literature is often 

sidelined in favour of grammar drills and test preparation. A shift in 

curriculum priorities is required to make space for literature-based learning. 

• Language Proficiency Barriers: Complex literary texts can be difficult for 

lower-level learners. Teachers should scaffold learning with pre-reading 

activities, glossaries, and adapted texts without compromising moral depth. 

 Conclusion 

Literature is more than just a language learning resource; it is a transformative 

medium that enriches learners’ moral, emotional, and cultural development. Scientific 

approaches such as content-based instruction, transformative learning, and 

humanistic teaching provide strong justification for its use in language classrooms. 

When implemented thoughtfully, literature fosters empathy, critical thinking, ethical 
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reasoning, and intercultural competence—skills that are essential for both personal 

and societal growth. 

Educators must be empowered to embrace the full potential of literature in 

ESL/EFL settings. This involves thoughtful material selection, culturally responsive 

pedagogy, and a commitment to nurturing learners not only as competent users of 

language but as compassionate and reflective global citizens. 
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