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Abstract: Stories play an important role in children’s lives since they provide a rich 

source of imaginative input. Children’s literature is designed to help children understand 

and empathize with the world views and benefit from the experiences of others. Apart 

from the obvious pleasure derived from a good story, there are many pedagogic reasons 

for using children’s literature in the language classroom. Students can learn the language 

or imbibe other aspects of life only when they are emotionally drawn to it. Since 

literature mirrors human life, it helps in the emotional development of the child. In 

addition, it offers a meaningful context to learn the language. Stories not only stimulate 

interest in children but they also facilitate the integration of language and thinking skills. 

The more the children read, the greater their vocabulary and the better their cognitive 

skills. Listening to stories being read aloud exposes children to a myriad of linguistic and 

narrative conventions. Hence, students with limited reading and comprehension skills can 

improve their linguistic abilities and cognitive skills by drawing from the repertoire of 

children’s literature. This paper focuses on the holistic experience that can be gained 

when children’s literature is used in the language classroom. 
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Introduction 

The teaching of English as a foreign language or as a second language exists in all parts 

of the world. Since English has become an international language more importance is being laid 

on teaching and learning it effectively. Materials are designed to provide appropriate exposure to 

the learners and enrich the language learning experience. Children’s literature provides an 

effective medium for foreign language acquisition.  Children’s literature ignites interest in 
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children because of the simplicity of its language and the colourful illustrations which sustain 

children’s interest resulting in a lasting impression in them. The reading of books helps young 

children gain an understanding of the world around them and develops an appreciation for 

language in children. Good books spark children's imagination, provide information, and show 

how other people live.  

Children’s literature supports the intellectual development by the exchange of ideas and 

the development of thinking skills. This includes observing, imagining, comparing, classifying, 

organizing, summarizing, and evaluation. Reading aloud to young children has long been 

acknowledged as a critical aspect of early literary development. Reading aloud book to Children, 

gives an opportunity to them hear the rhythm, flow, pronunciation of words and other nuances in 

language learning. This practice enriches their vocabulary, complex language and 

comprehension skills. 

When books are read aloud to children it develops positive attitude toward reading. The 

practice of reading promotes sharing the warm feelings that are generated by storybook reading 

which remains in their hearts long after the story ends. This practice gives pleasant and 

interactive experience that develops language skills. Stories heighten interest when they are 

discussed both before and after reading, especially if they are related to issues that reflect 

children’s real life experiences or current school topics. Activities involving reading of story 

books offer an ideal opportunity to develop children’s comprehension skills. According to Irma 

K. Ghosn (2002) there are four good reasons for using children’s literature in the language class 

room. 

First and foremost, authentic literature provides a motivating, meaningful context for 

language learning, since children are naturally drawn to stories. 

Second, literature can contribute to language learning. It presents natural language 

learning. It presents natural language, language at its finest and can thus foster 

vocabulary development in context. As Collie and Slater (1987) have pointed out, it 

stimulates oral language and engages the child with the text. 
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Third, literature can promote academic literary and thinking skills, and prepare children 

for English medium instruction. 

Fourth, literature can function as a change agent: good literature deals with some aspects 

of the human condition, and can thus contribute to the emotional development of the 

child, and foster positive interpersonal and intercultural attitudes. 

A brief historical background of literature in language learning 

The teaching of the classics in Greek and Latin in the grammar schools was predominant 

in European education up to the nineteenth century. However, the origins of teaching English 

literature as a subject date back to the early nineteenth century in India and other British colonies 

owing to the colonization of these countries by the British. Initially, English literature appeared 

as a part of the colonial project. It was offered to provide modern knowledge, and as moral and 

religious training for Indians as well encouraging other imperial colonies to acculturate in terms 

of the nationalistic context (Hall, 2005). 

Meanwhile, with a growing number of learners of national language, English literature 

played a significant role to meet the demands for the higher education on the working classes 

along with the middle class women in the U.K. Church ministers and missionaries took language 

and literature studies to the working classes at the Mechanics Institute, and to the newly formed 

London colleges, and also to women’s college, such as queens college, London (Hall, 2005). 

English Literature evolved as a subject of study because of its tradition of rhetoric. Later, 

the philological study of Old English took over the study of rhetoric. Accordingly, literature 

gradually found its place in language education as useful reading of cannon texts and moral 

agenda, particularly for the middle classes. In this way, from the later nineteenth century, 

literature was central to the study of English in Britain and other foreign countries.  

In the early twentieth century, the Grammar Translation Method and the Direct Method 

were dominated methodologies for teaching literature in foreign language education. Grammar 

Translation Method was the offspring of German scholarship and in fact first known as Prussian 
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Method. In this period, literature was mostly for the elite students, and the study of the language 

meant the study of literature. Literary texts were the centre of the teaching method of literature 

reflected the traditional approaches derived from nineteenth- century England (Hall, 2005). 

Evolution of children’s literature as a genre  

Children’s literature gradually began to offer a variety of stories for children of all ages. 

The origin of children's literature can be traced to stories and songs, part of a wider oral tradition 

that adults shared with children before publishing existed. It is difficult to trace the development 

of recorded children's literature to the period before the invention of printing. Even after printing 

became widespread, many classic "children's" tales were originally created for adults and were 

later adapted for a younger audience. Since the 1400s, a large quantity of literature, often with a 

moral or religious message, has been aimed specifically at children. The late nineteenth and early 

twentieth century emerged as the "Golden Age of Children's Literature" because this period saw 

the publication of many books acknowledged as classics today. The emergence of modern 

printing technologies has had a profound impact on the presentation of stories. Colourful pictures 

and vivid illustrations became possible. This has helped add joy and sustain the interest of 

children. Though children’s literature is quite often written by adults, children find it easy to 

empathize with the characters and identify themselves with the magical and exotic setting of 

these stories.  

Significance of children’s literature in the language classroom 

Children’s literature, compared to adult literature, is simple in its use of language, and 

has fewer long stories, fewer abstract ideas, is less complicated in its themes and offers a large 

variety of stories. All these features are encouraging, especially in boosting reading confidence 

in children and young learners. Children’s literature is stimulating and interesting in terms of its 

plot, theme, and characterization. At the same time, because it employs simple language and has 

a less complicated storyline, it facilitates easier comprehension and stimulates an interest in 

reading. Ultimately, it builds up the confidence of the students in using the target language. 

Picture books with stunning illustrations often leave a lasting impression on the readers. Usually, 
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the pictures convey messages which relate to topics such as war, religion, race that students can 

easily predict and guess. Inside the message, students have the chance to see some relevant 

vocabularies which fit the occasions, “Stories are made comprehensible by illustrations, by 

repeated language patterns and by predictable story structure” (Savage, 1992, p. 372). 

The stories in children’s literature are contextually meaningful. They provide an authentic 

source of comprehensible English language input and can lower inhibitions or the affective 

filter” (Krashen, 1982, p.345). In addition, children’s literature can also support the many 

dimensions of language development such as increasing reading comprehension and speed for 

EFL and ESL adult students. 

Picture books can be used in a variety of language activities for children and adolescents. 

These books offer a varied and wide range of literature from real life to imaginative topics. There 

are stories with well- developed characters, engaging plots and vivid themes, offering good 

sources of knowledge, particularly concerning history and culture, sociological and 

psychological insights into realistic fiction, and a story framework for reading and writing when 

exploring genres, whether comprehending or composing (Karlin, 1994, p. 159). 

Reading western children’s literature can also heighten students’ awareness of some 

moral, ethical values and issues with which they are unfamiliar: for example, developing 

empathy and compassion, charity, or the importance of teamwork and cooperation. It can open 

students’ eyes to social, economic, and cultural problems of worldwide communities. Children’s 

literature also enriches the scope for arts and humanities, such as visual arts and drama, and 

encourages the faculty of imagination. Advocates of children’s literature testify to its ability and 

value in the reading programs and in teaching literature in the classroom for children. 

 

 

Literature as a change agent 
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Another reason for using literature in the language class is the ability to transform, to 

change attitudes, and to help eradicate prejudice while fostering empathy, tolerance, and gives an 

awareness of the world around them.  

Literature, as Bruno Bettelheim (1986) points out, can promote a gradual development of 

the understanding of self and the world. With this, comes the insight into the behaviours and 

feelings of others that is necessary for empathy, tolerance, and conflict resolution. Children’s 

stories present conflict in ways that are easy for young readers to identify with, and that enables 

them to empathize with characters experiencing conflicts and difficulties. Discussions about 

story conflict can also provide young readers with an opportunity to discover their own solutions; 

thus developing the skills and insights they will need when dealing with conflict themselves 

(Schomberg 1993). 

Children, when they learn a foreign language, gain insight into the culture of the target 

language. For this to happen, children should be exposed to high quality children’s literature 

which shows the characters in contexts that accurately reflect the culture of the English-speaking 

world today. 

Holistic experience in language learning 

It is widely believed that literature based instruction can positively influence the language 

development of primary school students, including those from language minority back grounds. 

There are many pedagogic reasons for using children’s literature in the language classroom. In 

Maria Ellison’s opinion, these can be grouped in the following categories. 

Attitudinal: developing positive attitudes to language learning, different cultures, self and others; 

Linguistic: natural exposure to the foreign language in context, lexis, grammar, discourse and 

pronunciation through patterns and repetitions in the narrative; 

Cultural and intercultural: access to, and awareness and understanding of other cultures. 

Social and moral: emotional development, consciousness, empathy, shared experiences; 
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Cognitive and creative: use of the imagination and thought processes, academic skills 

development to support other learning. 

When reading the story to the class, the teacher will normally ask questions about the 

pictures and main characters and events in the story. Such questions tend to be closed ones and 

focus on recall of facts and events. Sometimes children are asked to make predictions of what 

comes next in the story. Other activities which help to develop basic communicative skills and 

consolidate key items of vocabulary may follow. 

According to Fisher (1999), there are strong pedagogical reasons for developing thinking 

skills in children through the use of literature. Referring to studies which compare more able, 

literate children with less able ones, Fisher states that successful learners have: 

 Knowledge of literary forms, purposes and genre, including meta-linguistic knowledge; 

 Skills and strategies for processing literary knowledge, including the ability to question, 

interrogate and discuss narrative text; 

 Ability to apply and transfer their learning and knowledge to other context. 

A great amount the teacher talk in the classroom involves teachers asking question. Many 

questions are asked to check facts, test memory or check understanding of key words. They are 

limited, closed questions to which the teacher expects a specific answer. Few questions are of the 

open, referential type which encourages higher order thinking skills. 

Literature provides various experiences that foster the development of emotional 

intelligence defined by Goleman (1995), which is essential for empathy and tolerance. Emotional 

intelligence is the understanding of feelings, both one’s own and those of others, and the ability 

to use that knowledge in making decisions in life. I t is also the ability to maintain an optimistic 

outlook in the face of difficulties. According to Goleman, emotional intelligence is learnt 

through experience, and interaction with others. He argues that in childhood, brain circuits are 

shaped by repeated emotional lessons. 
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A well written and well- illustrated children’s book will also entertain the adult reader. 

Most children’s vocabulary growth occurs indirectly through language exposure rather than 

direct instruction. It is reading books rather than oral language, that is the primary source to 

enrich their vocabularies. 

Conclusion 

The use of children’s literature can increase the speed and efficiency of a second 

language learner by providing pleasure and profit. Sharing literature with students from other 

cultures can be fun and interesting. Using children’s literature will help readers develop literary 

competence and aesthetic sense, while enriching their education. Classroom activities using 

children’s literature provide stimulating materials for peer interaction foster critical thinking and 

increase multi-cultural awareness. Hence, children’s literature needs to be exploited widely to 

enrich the learning quotient of young and new learners of a language. 
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