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Abstract 

The integration of literature, particularly canonical texts like those of William 

Shakespeare, into English Language Teaching (ELT) offers more than linguistic 

development—it fosters critical thinking, cultural awareness, and interpretive 

skills. This paper explores how literary analysis in ELT classrooms can enhance 

students' engagement and cognitive abilities, with a specific focus on 

Shakespeare’s plays. Drawing from both pedagogical theory and literary analysis, 

this article suggests practical strategies for using literature in EFL (English as a 

Foreign Language) contexts, ensuring both linguistic and intellectual enrichment. 
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Introduction 

Language is not only a tool for communication but also a carrier of culture, 

values, and history. Literature, especially canonical works such as Shakespeare's 

plays, reflects this dimension profoundly. Over the past decades, the use of 

literary texts in ELT has shifted from peripheral to essential, not only to improve 

vocabulary and grammar, but to foster critical thinking, empathy, and interpretive 

skills (Lazar, 1993; Carter & Long, 1991). 

This paper examines the dual role of literature in the language classroom—as 

both linguistic input and a catalyst for intellectual development. It particularly 

investigates how Shakespearean texts can serve as a springboard for critical 
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thinking activities among EFL students, enabling deeper engagement with 

language, context, and meaning. 

 

Literature Review 

Historically, literature was central to language instruction in grammar-translation 

methods. However, it lost ground with the rise of communicative approaches. 

Recently, scholars have called for its reintegration into ELT curricula (Duff & 

Maley, 2007; Paran, 2008). 

Shakespeare in ELT has sparked debate due to perceived linguistic difficulty and 

cultural distance. Yet, according to Gibson (2006), the dramatic and emotional 

appeal of Shakespearean themes—love, power, betrayal—makes them 

universally relatable. Moreover, exposing learners to authentic texts with rich 

language and rhetorical devices challenges them intellectually and linguistically. 

Norton and Toohey (2001) emphasize that engaging with literature allows 

students to enter new “identity positions,” promoting not just language 

acquisition but also personal growth and agency. 

 

Theoretical Framework 

This article draws on Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory, which posits that learning 

is socially mediated and enriched through dialogue and scaffolded support. 

Literature-based discussions align with this view, as students co-construct 

meaning, negotiate interpretations, and internalize language structures. 

In addition, Bloom’s Taxonomy provides a useful framework for designing 

literature-related activities. Tasks such as analyzing character motives or 

evaluating ethical dilemmas promote higher-order thinking skills essential for 

academic success and civic engagement. 

 

Shakespeare in Practice: Classroom Applications 

To illustrate the practical integration of Shakespeare into ELT, consider the 

following methods: 
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Role-playing and Drama-Based Learning 

Using Macbeth or Romeo and Juliet, students reenact scenes, interpret dialogue, 

and explore subtext. This method enhances fluency, pronunciation, and empathy 

(Wessels, 1987). 

 

Socratic Seminars and Critical Discussions 

A question like “Was Hamlet mad or strategic?” can lead to rich debates. These 

discussions hone argumentation skills and encourage students to support claims 

with textual evidence. 

 

Creative Writing Inspired by Literature 

After studying Sonnet 18, students write their own sonnets or letters in 

Elizabethan style. This bridges historical content with modern creativity. 

 

Intertextual and Multimodal Approaches 

Comparing Shakespearean plots with modern adaptations (e.g., The Lion King 

and Hamlet) fosters cultural literacy and narrative competence. 

 

Challenges and Considerations 

Implementing Shakespeare in EFL settings can be daunting due to: 

- Archaic language and dense syntax 

- Limited cultural background knowledge 

- Student resistance to “old” texts 

Solutions include: 

- Using adapted or parallel-text versions 

- Providing historical and thematic context 

- Selecting emotionally resonant scenes with modern relevance 

As Kramsch (1993) notes, literature becomes accessible when framed as a “third 

place,” allowing learners to explore perspectives beyond their own culture and 

language norms. 
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Conclusion 

Far from being a relic, literature—especially Shakespeare—remains a dynamic 

tool in ELT. It enriches students’ linguistic repertoire while developing their 

interpretive and critical faculties. With thoughtful scaffolding, even complex texts 

can become accessible and rewarding, preparing learners not only for language 

proficiency but for nuanced thinking in a globalized world. 
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