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Abstract 

Promoting the interest of English language through the teaching of literature is 
considered to improve the proficiency of the students in English. Therefore the 
focus of this paper is to examine the role of literature in improving English 
language proficiency in secondary schools. There have been copious 
discussions through the media, conferences, textbooks, journals and seminar 
papers on how to improve the standard of English language usage in 
secondary schools in Nigeria. Yet these investments have appeared not to yield 
any substantial dividends. For government to counteract this deteriorating 
situation, is to integrate literature into the English language syllabus and is 
made compulsory for all the streams. Literature is a tool and rich resources for 
the teaching and learning of English language in the secondary school. It will 
assist students to improve their grasp of English, make them to be competent 
and confidence in the use of the language. This is important and integral in the 
holistic development of English language. 

 
 
 In Nigeria, like in most part of the world, schools have been entrusted with the 
task of preparing pupils and students to become active participants in the life of the 
nation. Instruction during the preparatory period is done in English. Government has 
made a policy statement that, where there is a predominantly written language, that 
language should be the medium of instruction and English language is medium of 
instruction throughout the students’ life. Ministries of education in each state translated 
the policy statement into operational terms. Ministries of education syllabuses therefore, 
requires that the level of competence of the secondary school level should enable him to 
cope with learning through English in the university, communicate with Nigerians from 
other states, communicate effectively in interviews for jobs, understand the language of 
the mass media, read effectively for further learning, interest and pleasure, write letters 
and fill forms.  
 In essence, English language is not merely the language of instructions. It is a 
tool for participation in various levels. These days for the Nigerian secondary school 



2 

 

 

Multidisciplinary Journal of Academic Excellence, Volume 17 No 1, July, 2017. ISSN 2141 - 3215 

students the acquisition of English language skill is only a means of survival, enabling 
them to comprehend simple instruction and fill forms. Majority of the students can only 
communicate with their brothers orally, pidgin rather then, English is widely used. For 
this reason, English language becoming a handy tool for use in specific skill is 
inadequate when it comes to greater interaction with the body politics. Interaction skills 
are required. This can only be realise through literature in the English language 
classroom. 

Interest in the function of English covers the use of language in exercise of 
communication competence. No one can discuss language activities without taking into 
consideration the relationship between those who must communicate and the 
circumstances that have given rise to the communication. English is made to function in 
the service of the relationship and circumstances. In other words it means that language 
is taught to learners to enable them develop communicative competence. This means the 
students ability to use English language appropriately in different situations. When a 
learner learns English language, the primary purpose or aim should be to communicate 
effectively in English language. He learns to understand and to be understood in 
English. It is in this capacity of communicative competence, that literature should be 
integrated in the English language classroom. In the mist of other subject, it is only 
literature that can serve to improve the communicative competence of learners. 
According to H.L.B. Moody (1972) in his article on “literary studies in Nigeria: The 
potentiality gap”, stated that since English is a second language in Nigeria, then, it is 
necessary that a ‘place should be given to the closest possible study of its literature’. 
According to him, it is one of the surest ways to counteract the intellectual hazards 
rooted in technological process perfected by the West. He is also of the view that, it is 
only literature that can have holistic effect on students. He says: 

Other subjects also contribute to the making of the whole man-the study of 
music and the plastic arts, history, mathematics, science and philosophy. But the study 
of literature has traditionally been felt to have unique effectiveness in opening the mind 
and illuminating it, in purging the mind of prejudices and received ideas, in making the 
mind free and active. The classic defense of literary study holds, that, from the effect 
which the study of literature has upon the private sentiments of a student, there results, 
or can be made to result, an improvement in the intelligence and especially in 
intelligence as it touches the moral life. 
Moody’s assertion shows that literature has the capacity to improve the communicative 
competence of the students. 
 
Definition 
 Amusegha Sunday et al (2013) defined literature as a collection of writings on 
any given subject or field of endeavor. Boas (1931) says that literature is the record of 
experience interpreted by personality that behind every book which the race has 
preserved is a human being’s eager effort to give life meaning, to create beauty, to 
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express vivid emotions and ideas, to make men aware of themselves and the life they 
lead. This definition again presents an integrated meaning of the value of and 
importance of literature. Koutsompon Violetta-Irene (2015) defined literature as simply 
language charged with meaning to the utmost possible degree. Even The Oxford 
Concise Advanced Dictionary (2004) defines literature as “works especially those whose 
value lies in the beauty of language or in emotional effect”. The examination of the 
above definitions reveals that, literature and the English language are tools in the hands 
of each other. They enrich each other. While language is a tool by which literature 
establishes an existence, literature serves as a tool through which language propagate 
itself. Bright and Macgregor (1970) is in support of the above view that literature 
enriches language learning. He stated that: 

It is literature that the students is likely to find words used memorably with 
force and point. It is these that he will find words used in their widest range of contexts 
and there he will find words passionately or delicately conveying emotions, learn to see 
wholes greater than the sum of the parts. 
The above indicated that literature serves as a medium of propagating cultural values 
and ideas and for the development of literary competence. It enhances the students 
general competence in the English language. Literature should not be taught in the 
secondary schools just for the purpose of doing it but for the various functions it is 
expected to play in language acquisition, opinion formation and moral development. In 
order to achieve all these, the teachers should make sure they teach literature effectively.  
 
The Primary Function of Literature 
 It’s important here to take a look at the above subject matter to see how it 
harmonizes with the introduction and the definition of this paper. It will give an insight 
into how it will improve proficiency and fluency in the English language acquisition 
process. 
L.B Long and Wole Balogun (1971) stated six relevant function of literature. These are: 
� To expose learners, through reading to varied valuable experiences, real and 
imaginative, local and worldwide, which maybe contributing to their total personal, 
emotional, social and moral development. 
� To inculcate in learners, through interesting reading, the love for extensive 
pleasurable reading for its own sake. 
� To expose learners to a wide range of suitable and interesting materials as a 
means of second-language development 
� To expose learners to the different types or forms of literature, oral and written, 
as means of appreciating the culture of their own people as well as other lands; and as a 
means of enjoying literature as creative works of arts, thereby developing learner’s 
creative abilities. 
� To improve learner’s spoken language and develop self-confidence in speaking 
through exposure to play-reading, role playing and acting, paying particular  attention to 
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the relationship between stress, intonation and gestures on the one hand and meaning in 
the other hand. 
� To satisfy examination requirement in literature study especially at the 
secondary school level. 
The above primary function of literature, particularly items 1,2,3,and 6 are clear 
demonstration that literature can be integrated in the  language classroom as they both 
compliments each other in helping learner’s gain self-confidence in oral and written 
language. The British Council, in one of their intervention programme for English 
language teachers in the country, call (CPD) suggested that basic inter-personal 
communication skills (BIC) should be taught first to learners in a second language 
situation. This is the everyday language used both within and outside the classroom. 
This can only be achieved through the integration of literature in the English language 
lessons. They are also of the view that cognitive academic language proficiency (CALP) 
would be learnt naturally after BICS. CALP is the more academic and formal language 
that is used for lessons and writing. This is a more traditional approach that we are all 
familiar with. This traditional approach according to Mohammed Khatib (2011) makes 
English language classroom boring to learners. The reason is not for fetched. Learners 
are made to engage in those activities they consider unrelated to the requirement of out-
of-class communication in the second language. He also suggested that, to overcome the 
problem, literature and literature text, should be introduced into the English language 
classroom. 
 
Problem Encountered in Using Literature 
 English language teachers, often regard literature as in- appropriate to the 
language classroom. This view reflects the historic separation between the study of 
language and the study of literature. This situation has led to the limited role of literature 
in the language classroom. Apart from the separation, there is the dominance of the 
grammar-translation approaches to second language teaching. The use of literature 
meant tiresome memorization of words list extracted from literary text and translation of 
literary classics. What is scarified in between is the beauty of literature for which a 
literature text is created and admired. Another problem encountered is that, most of the 
teachers in traditional language classroom are graduates of English literature who tried 
to teach literature the same way they were taught. This involves critical, rhetorical and 
stylistic analysis of literary texts. These activities do not match the communicative needs 
of language learners in a second language situation. Again, literature is also taught in a 
vacuum, due to an ontological perspective which tried to establish an essential timeless 
property of what literature or literary language is  as stipulated by Carter (2007:5). No 
reference is made to the particular spatiotemporal circumstances in which a literary text 
has been created and no comparism is made between the learner’s cultural tradition and 
those of the text.  
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 Teachers, as a result of the above problems began to think of literature as an 
unhelpful means for the attainment of teaching and learning goals. However, the use of 
literary text can be a powerful pedagogic tool. As teachers of English, in a second 
language situation, the main concern is to help learners acquire communicative 
competence. This is not just teaching standard forms of linguistic expression. Despite 
acquiring linguistic accuracy, it is still apparent that, learners still have difficulties in 
comprehending the nuances, creativity and versatility which characterize even standard 
and transactional form of English. Christine Sarvvidour (2004) says that, communicative 
competence is more than acquiring mastery of structure and form. It also involves 
acquiring the ability to interpret discourse in all it’s social and cultural context. For this 
reason the use of literature in a second language classroom can be powerful pedagogic 
tool in learner’s linguistic development. 
 
The Use of Literature in the Teaching and Learning of English Language 
 In the last decade, there has been an interest in literature as one of the most 
valuable language teaching resources unavailable in the English language classroom. 
Houtsompon Voiletta-Irene (2015) says that the use of literature in language classroom 
is to focus on the positive contribution of literary text as it exposes the learners to 
different registers and types of language use. This means that literature can be use to 
teach even grammar and language skills Christine Sarvvidon (Ibid) also explain the use 
of literature in the language classroom in another form. Teachers should introduce 
learners to variety of discourse types as possible. This discourse types according to 
Kinneavy (1983) are classified into three. They are the expression which focuses on 
personal expression like letters and dairies; transactional, which focuses on both the 
reader and message such as advertisement, business letters, editorials, instruction and 
poetic which focuses on form and language like drama, poetry, novels and short stories. 
All these discourse types play a significant role in teaching various aspect of language 
such as vocabulary and structure or testing learner’s comprehension. 
 Nabil N. Noaman (2013) is also of the view that, literature can be use to teach 
four basic language skills such reading, writing, listening and speaking and also of 
language areas like vocabulary grammar and pronunciation. What do all these reviews 
show. It shows that literature provides learners with a wide range of individual lexical or 
syntachic terms. Students becomes familiar with many features of the written language. 
They learn about the syntax and discourse function of sentences, the variety of possible 
structure and different ways of correct ideas which develop and enrich their writing 
skills, they become more productive and adventurous when they begin to perceive the 
richness and adversity of the language they are trying to learn and begin to make use of 
some of that potential themselves. In sum literature provides students with an 
incomparably rich sources of authentic materials over a wide range of registers. If 
students can gain access to this material by development of literary competence, then 
they can effectively internalize the language at a high level as observed by Elliot. 
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 For instance, short stories are used to help teach how to read and widen 
knowledge of perhaps African history. In a short story titled ‘The Lost City of Great 
Zimbabwe’ a Macmillan reading series, is about the ruins of the stone-build city in 
Zimbabwe that is still being excavated by archaeologist. This text will make the class 
interactive. Learners would be enthusiastic to learn about the register of history and 
geography. The structure and context of the text will differ from the conventional history 
and geography text. They would think about what could be the main problem, which 
could be several and would see how characters and event are presented. Here in the 
story, the language of the text will differ from a conventional history or geography text. 
Learners will develop the language of description particularly how characters are 
described through the use of specific vocabulary, which would include nouns, verbs, 
adjective and also grammar and  sentences. The titles of any short stories are pointers to 
the challenge of vocabulary that learners will face and look out for. They can also learn 
the direct and indirect speech samples from dialogue or conversation in the story. All 
these features in the short story, what does it show? It shows that through this short story 
learners can develop critical thinking. An interactive language class such as this, can 
obviously improve communication competence of learners and also keep a lasting 
impact on them and apart from enhancing the critical thinking abilities of learners it 
maintain a learner centre environment.  

Literary texts are a rich source of classroom activities and can prove to be very 
motivating for learners. The use of literary pieces plays a significant role in English 
language teaching. It opens up a new word to the learner. It encompasses every human 
dilemma, conflict and learning. Unraveling the plot of a short story is more than 
automatic exercise. It demands a personal response from the learners and encourages 
them to draw on their own experiences. By doing so, learners become more personally 
invested in the process of language learning. The concern of teachers here is not to teach 
about literature, but to develop learner’s abilities to make them capable of using the 
language of literature for a variety of communicative purposes. Teachers should realize 
the goal is not teaching English literature, but teaching a language.  By reading a piece 
of literature, learners can understand the diverse use of words, phrases, phrasal verbs, 
multiple meaning and idioms. They learn familiar words in new context with new 
meaning. According to Widdowson, (1983) language teachers have the responsibility to 
meditate changes in pedagogic practice so as to increase the effectiveness of language 
tracking. 
 
The Role of Drama 
 This genre has been experimented to be fundamental in improving oral skills 
and establishing better communication. It shows many aspects of life. It also promotes 
listening, dialogue and conversational skills. In school, emphasis has always been placed 
on written production. These can be achieved when the teacher endeavor to use group 
work method. This method invites students to participate, to search and to use their 
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creative and aesthetic competence through the use of body and voice. Drama restores the 
pedagogical value of language and its meaningful sense, because it gives language a 
performing character and allows all the elements implied in oral communication to be 
shown. Hornbrook, (1989) says that with the use of drama, words are given life. Drama 
gives students opportunity to think about things and situations. It shows aspects of life 
like social, political and moral affective elements. Through performances, students as 
actors can reflect on those aspect of life and even the audience experiencing the 
performance. The combine efforts of students in group discussion will produce better 
ideas and correct English speaking deficiencies. Edurado Encabo et al (2011) in a survey 
carried on “drama as a resource to improve Oral Expression (verbal and non verbal)”, 
highlighted some positive aspect of drama to teach oral expression. These are    
� Drama enables students to correctly use linguistic elements like phonetics, 
grammar, semantics and lexical competence. 
� It increase students possibilities competence of expression (verbal and non 
verbal) creativity and critical thought, it enable students to adapt themselves to new 
situations and context and to increase the development of oral language. 
� It develop cooperative habits 
� It elaborates communicative messages and verifies its reception. 
� It stimulates perception 
� It develops creativity and searching original solution to concrete problems. 
� It develops reading. 
 
Drama is an idea resource for a communicative environment to promote the teaching 
and learning of English language. Critical teaching is a good way to get teachers  and 
students to learn together in a meaningful way.  
 
The Role of Poetry 
 Among the literary genre used in language teaching, poetry is one of the 
frequent appearances due to its short length. It is perfectly suitable for a single 
classroom lesson. Its peculiar structure and characteristic features (unusual syntactic 
patterns-picture poem, pattern poem, polysemy of words and alliteration), poems, 
become favorite tools for language teachers. The evocative character of poetry, its 
imagery, its appeal to feelings and personal experience make it very interesting and 
enjoyable for the second language learner. Collier and Slater (1987:226) are of the view 
that, poetry can lead to a desirable creative expression in the language class and can 
provoke a strong response from the reader which will motivate further reading. 
 The importance of poetry and its usefulness in language classroom lies in the 
fact that, poetry deviates from normal language in that it has some unusual ways of 
ordering words, or its attributes, particularly, imaginative meanings to words or combine 
sounds in musical, non ordinary way (Phonological, lexical, syntactic, semantic  
graphological and style deviation). The language teacher should exploit the deviancies 
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of the poetic language in order to raise the language awareness of the students towards 
the way in which language can be adapted or changed to fulfill different communicative 
purposes. Poetry can be used to teach pronunciation, syntax, intonations, adjectives, 
verbs and comprehension.  
 
The Role of Prose 
 A remarkable feature of prose type is its length which is longer than what you 
can find in other genre. This factor requires the teacher to tell a captivating aspect of the 
story briefly to motivate the students. After motivating the students to read the story, 
they should be asked to read silently. The story can be in episodes or in chapters. After 
reading, the plot may be narrated by the students together with the teacher. The teacher 
must not lose sight of the moral lessons that are identified in the stories as stipulated by 
Adeyanju, T.K (2010). 
 The technique for the effective teaching of prose in a language classroom should 
be story completion. The teacher should ask students to retell the story, dramatize it or 
re-write the story. The teacher should invite the students to give illustrations by 
converting the story to pictures and converting pictures to stories, use diagram and 
sketches, and discussion based on line memorization of interesting quotes from the story 
and analyze the language by jointly discussing the content of the story. 
 The main aim of teaching prose in a language classroom is to develop the 
language ability of the students. It is the intensive study of language. The language 
ability helps the learner to use English without any problem. Prose in an interactive 
language classroom enables the students to do the following: 
� Understand passage and grasp its meaning 
� Read with correct pronunciation, stress, intonation, pause and articulation of 
voice 
� Student understands passage by silent reading. 
� It enriches their active and passive vocabulary. 
� It expresses the idea of the passage orally and in writing. 
� Develop students imagination and enable them to enjoy reading and writing 
� Prepare them for citizenship, language teachers should allow students to relate 
what they read in prose to what they have experience. According to Floris (2004), each 
personal involvement with the story enable them socialize into particular culture. Stories 
can be means of personal and social exploration and reflection- an imaginative vehicle 
for questioning, shaping, responding and participating in the world. This is citizenship. It 
teaches moral and mould character. 
� It expose to students to style of writing particularly essays. They become 
curious about the subject of essay, since it enable them to learn few facts about essays, 
particularly how to arrange ideas in an organized manner. 
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Conclusion 
Literature from the discussion in this paper, is language in action. Teachers of 

English at the secondary school level should expose students to various literary 
components such as the theme, setting, plot, characters, dialogue and monologues. A 
well coordinated integrative language teaching of literature in English at the secondary 
school level should clearly bring out the vital roles of literature as a laboratory where 
students go to practice their ideas of English language. Literature should be use to 
facilitate the learning of English language.  
 It is worthy to note here that the resurgence in the use of literature in language 
teaching has been accompanied by an increasing number of research articles. Amos 
Paran,(2008) the leader of MA TESOL by distance learning at the Institutes of 
Education, University of London, carried out an extensive research in a number of 
second languages. He looked at the type of interaction and the type of language that 
arise from classroom discussion about literature, as well as views of teachers and 
learner. His emphasis was on the reaction that learners have to incorporating literature in 
their language lessons. He discovered that, they are linked to the type of approach and 
type of task that are used in the classroom. Amazingly he observed that, classes using 
literature out performed the controlled group. Yang (2001) used a pre-test/post-test 
design to examine the improvement of two classes in which literature is also used. The 
classes read the same science fiction novels. The first class experience a traditional 
teacher centered lesson, as a result there was a sharp drop in attendance. The second 
class moved towards a student centered approach with a mixture of group work, whole 
class discussion, short teaching and writing tasks, as well as film version of the novel. 
There was a statistically significant improvement in the results of the second class. This 
is what counts in a literature class. Kim (2004), in her survey looked at the evidence for 
affective involvement; the contribution of the use of literature discussion to language 
development and the students perception of the use of literature. Her survey illustrates 
how literature circles provided opportunities for extended out put and leads to a great 
deal of interaction, characterized by responsiveness, emotional engagement and 
authenticity. 
 To teach literature successfully, the teacher must have adequate knowledge of 
the subject matter and some clear objectives in mind. The objectives should include the 
need to help students to identify, discuss, apply, draw and evaluate themes, characters, 
plots, and setting and also use appropriate language skills. A good and well-coordinated 
literature lesson will not only develop the students literarily but will go a long way in 
developing the students’ practical use of English language. 
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