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Abstract. The important role of critical thinking in supporting students’ devel-
opment process has long been recognized. Therefore, many researchers contribute
in investigating how to nurture and improve critical thinking in students; one of
the findings is by integrating literary works in English classroom learning. How-
ever, due to several factors, the use of literary works in the classroom has not
been effective. This study focuses on investigating the impact of integrating lit-
erary works to improve students’ critical thinking in English class with the aim
of discovering how teachers could use literary works in the class and how inte-
grating literary works could improve students’ critical thinking. Besides, it also
addresses students’ perceptions of the literary works used in the class to improve
their critical thinking. Using a descriptive research design, the data obtained from
observations and questionnaires were analyzed qualitatively based on Multilitera-
cies pedagogy components which consists of situated practice, overt instruction,
critical framing, and transformed practice by Cope and Kalantzis [1]. The result
shows that the teacher has integrated literary works based on the four components
of Multiliteracies pedagogy although in different portions, where itis dominated by
activities on situated practice and overt instruction. The teacher mostly employed
a personal-response approach to foster students’ engagement and participation,
which is believed as one of the significant indicators in improving critical think-
ing. Moreover, through a questionnaire, all of the students observed gave a positive
response by stating that literary works analysis helps them when giving opinions
and judgment more critically.

Keywords: critical thinking - literary works - integrating literature - English
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1 Introduction

The use of literature to teach critical thinking in the classroom has received considerable
attention in recent years; it is because nurturing and improving students’ critical thinking
is a necessity in preparing students for their future. Critical thinking is known as an
essential skill that should be possessed by students in supporting their learning inside and
outside the classroom [2]. By having the skills, students could make better judgments,
problem-solving, reasoning skills, and also have critical awareness [3]. In addition,
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students would improve their cultural and social awareness as a provision for their life
in society and the work field.

It is generally accepted that integrating literature in the English classroom is one of
the effective ways in improving students’ critical thinking. This includes teaching and
using poems, short stories, novels, or other forms of literary works to support the learning
process and foster students to think critically in their learning. In research by Stefanova
and Bobkina [4], they proved that both students and teachers perceive the model of
literature integration in the classroom as highly effective to improve critical thinking
skills. By integrating learning with literary works, students could get more meaningful
and engaging learning experiences. A study found that the use of literary works can
be very interesting and advantageous because literary works can provide students with
interesting and enjoyable learning [5]. Moreover, literary works also motivates students
to do activities and gives more opportunities to discuss literary texts and relate them to
current issues in the real world [6].

As stated above, critical thinking provides many benefits for students, but it is
observed that there is a lack of critical thinking skills in many students nowadays [2].
This problem may be caused by the unsupported learning environment that can build or
improve students’ critical thinking skills. In the Indonesian context, it was discovered
that the English class had not taken students’ critical thinking seriously [7]. For instance,
teachers rarely integrate literary works in the classroom, which is one of the learning
materials that can be used to nurture students’ critical thinking. Thus, if this situation
continues, students’ learning process would be disturbed in many aspects since critical
thinking is essential to support their learning.

A considerable amount of research has been focused on investigating the use of
literary works to improve students’ critical thinking, among others are [3] — [6]. How-
ever, few researchers have used primary research to investigate this issue, and students’
perspectives are rarely included. Therefore, it is desirable to conduct research in inves-
tigating the issue by conducting primary research and include students’ perspectives on
the use of literary works for learning in the English classroom. This present research
focuses on investigating the integration of literary works to improve students’ critical
thinking in an English class. The research aims to find out how teachers could use literary
works in the classroom, how integrating literary works could improve students’ critical
thinking, and how students’ perspectives toward the use of literary works to improve
their critical thinking skills.

2 Critical Thinking

The notion of critical thinking has undergone many developments over the time. Until
nowadays, many researchers have put forward the definition of critical thinking. How-
ever, there is no single fixed definition that can be used to define critical thinking com-
prehensively and satisfactorily. In the reviewed studies by Shukri and Mukundan [3] and
Pardede [5], it is argued that no single definition has been made to represent the con-
cept of critical thinking due to its complexity. Thus, the concept of critical thinking will
continue to develop in accordance with the times. Glaser (as cited in [6]) defined critical
thinking as an attitude to consider an experience or social case wisely and thoughtfully
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with good reasoning skills. Meanwhile, Facione (as cited in [5]) demonstrated six critical
thinking skills including analysis, interpretation, evaluation, inference, explanation, and
self-regulation and two sets of dispositions: approaches to life in general and to specific
issues and questions. This shows that a critical thinker is a person who is able to engage
with certain issues holistically and critically starting from recognizing, analyzing, eval-
uating, and determining attitudes towards the issues. From those definitions, it can be
reflected that critical thinking involves a complex thinking process in how to deal with a
problem which will provide many benefits to students. Shukri and Mukundan [3] stated
that ...

“Critical thinking enables students to engage in a more purposeful and self-
regulatory in judgment, helping them in their evaluation of the arguments of others
and of their own, coming to well-reasoned resolutions to any complex problems,
and to be able to resolve conflicts encountered in their daily lives.”

Critical thinking not only helps students in the learning process inside the class but
also prepares them to live their daily life outside the classroom. It makes students under-
stand themselves better and know how to think systematically and comprehensively so
that it fosters the emergence of better evaluation, judgment, and argumentation skills with
good reasoning based on evidence. The world with all its changes requires meaningful
global citizens who are expected to understand, assess, explore, and evaluate its diversity
and dynamism due to technological developments and globalization, which cannot be
separated from individuals with critical thinking skills [2]. In addition, Karakoc [8] also
argued that critical thinking is important to prepare students to enter the world field,
in which a modern work environment requires people with more critical thinking and
problem-solving abilities.

3 Developing Students’ Critical Thinking Through Literary Works

Literature has been used for a long time in English classrooms because of its useful-
ness, such as providing authentic materials, improving linguistic knowledge, developing
interpretive skills, promoting cultural understanding, facilitating critical thinking, and
stimulating social development [5]. One of the important values in integrating literature
in the classroom is to promote students’ critical thinking skills which its effectiveness
has been mentioned in studies such as [2, 4, 5]. Literature can encourage active learning
in students by fully involving them in the learning process. Bobkina and Stefanova [6]
in their study mentioned that through fictional works analysis, students could get more
opportunities to further explore, interpret, and understand the world around them. This
means making them more active in observing and evaluating things related to their daily
life and experiences which require them to think critically. Moreover, Tabackova [2]
also stated in her study that a literary text could be considered as a great and appropriate
reflection of the real world.

Using literature for teaching, especially through engaging students in the classroom
can train skills that support their critical thinking. Alwine (as cited in [3]) stated that
while studying the literature,
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“students are required to demonstrate their capacities in differentiating facts from
opinions, understand both literal and implied meaning of tone, construct moral
reasoning and well-grounded judgements, as well as to be able to relate and apply
what has been learnt to the real world”.

In this case, students are expected to do a deeper comprehension of the literary works
through understanding contexts in the literary works itself then building connection to
other contexts so that they can generate their own interpretation and judgment towards
the texts.

Improving students’ critical thinking skills through literature does not merely use
literary works as learning materials in the classroom. This requires good control and
management of the teachers toward the students during the learning process. Hopkins
and Bridges (as cited in [3]) argued that teaching the literary works alone without the par-
ticipation and involvement of students in the learning process will not have a significant
impact on the development of the students’ critical thinking. Therefore, teachers have
an important role in guiding and monitoring students in class activities to comprehend
the context of the literary works and scaffold them in how to think rather than focusing
on explaining the content of the works. Teachers are also responsible for the type of
literary works to be used in the classroom because it will affect the effectiveness of its
use in improving students’ critical thinking skills [4].

4 Integrating Literary Works to Improve Students’ Critical
Thinking

Prose, poems, and drama are three types of literary works that are often integrated in
classroom learning. Prose is one form of literary works which is structured without
following the rules of rigid rhythms and patterns [9]. It is written freely in irregularity
and a variety of rhythm forms, so it is very different from poems and drama. From
this definition, it can be said that literary work in the form of paragraphs is classified
as prose such as short stories, novels, fables, romances, and other forms of narrative
stories. Another category that is often encountered and has a similar meaning is fiction,
where the only difference lies in where the idea is derived. Pardede [5] mentioned that
fiction is a fictional story that is made from the imagination of the author so that often
this story does not really happen but can represent real-life situations. The study by Chen
[9] also stated that fiction is the scope of prose. Poem is a work of literature produced
in a metrical or patterned manner [10]. In contrast to prose, poems are written in stanza
and form a rhyming pattern. In poems, condensed language is frequently employed
to communicate meaning, so poems are commonly written in the form of brief lines.
Poems also frequently employ figurative language to convey beauty and keep the rhyming
pattern. Drama is a literary work that students can perform as actions, dialogues, or sights
[11]. She also mentioned in her study that drama is not merely a piece of literary work to
be read, but rather a performance to strengthen speech communication abilities. In terms
of format, drama is written in paragraph form and comprises its characters’ conversation
and actions.

The integration of literary works in the classroom is believed to be effectively used
to improve students’ critical thinking, and the three types of literary works that have
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been mentioned provide different aspects in fostering students to think critically. Prose
is argued to be effective for its integration in the learning process to improve students’
critical thinking because it could involve complex stories with multiple characters, set-
tings, plots, and conflicts [5]. Therefore, readers have to analyze them to find the core of
the stories. By assigning students to analyze prose, they can practice and develop their
critical thinking skills. In the process, students need to comprehend the story, analyze the
meaning contained both explicitly and implicitly, build a connection with the story, and
draw conclusions by involving their thinking process. This also applies when students
read and comprehend poems and drama. Because poems have a condensed but meaning-
ful form, this provides opportunities for students to interpret poems from various points
of view [10]. This can support students to think critically in making meaning according
to what they find in the poems. Drama also allows students to practice their critical
thinking because they must deal with the language structures and language elements of
the drama before performing the play [11]. This means that students have to analyze and
interpret the content in the process of making meaning of the drama. Moreover, all types
of the literary works are related to and can reflect real-life situations so students can
connect their experiences. The big possibility that the plot and conflicts they encounter
in the stories are also found in everyday life benefits students in practicing their problem-
solving skills and seeing problems from various perspectives. Riecken and Miller (as
cited in [5]) supported this idea by stating that “students will evaluate evidence, draw
conclusions, make inferences, and develop a line of thinking if they approach the story
through a problem-solving perspective”.

By paying attention to the concept of thinking and literature, several researchers
have designed an instructional model that can be used to integrate literary works and
constructed available indicators that can increase students’ critical thinking. Bobkina
and Stefanova [6] built a model of teaching critical thinking skills through literature
that covers the range of literacies of the New London Group. This model consists of
several stages namely (1) situated practice, (2) overt instruction, (3) critical framing,
and (4) transformed practice. Meanwhile, Tung and Chang [12] suggested three factors
that must be considered in promoting students’ critical thinking through literature in
classrooms namely i) the application of Socratic questioning to promote the elaboration
of thoughts; ii) a text selection which provides believable contexts to develop students’
critical and problem-solving skills; and iii) an experienced instructor that could foster
a safe and comfortable environment for critical inquiries. Another study by Tabackova
[2] stated the importance of Bloom’s taxonomy that she argued the questions made and
asked to the students must be in accordance with the order from those that focus more on
explicit contentin the literary text to implicit content that requires interpretation. Through
that way, students can practice and build their thinking patterns systematically. Finally,
teachers can use a variety of approaches to teach the literature components in integrating
literary works in the classroom. These approaches may include (1) Language-Based
Approach, (2) Paraphrastic Approach, (3) Information-Based Approach, (4) Personal-
Response Approach, (5) Moral-Philosophical Approach, and (6) Stylistic Approach
[13].
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Using a descriptive research design, this research was conducted at an international high
school in Medan with one sample class consisting of 9 students. The data collection
was conducted qualitatively using two methods, namely observation and questionnaire.
First, observation was conducted several times around 2—4 times to observe the learning
process that occurs in the subject of this research in an online-mode class of instruction.
The researcher observed the learning process in the class including teacher and students’
interaction naturally using observation sheets focusing on several aspects namely use
of teaching models, teacher’s instructions, and teacher-students interactions/students’
participations. The observation sheet was designed by adapting the observation checklist
used in the research of Mustakim et al. [13] and based on the Multiliteracies pedagogy
model by Cope & Kalantzis [1]. Second, the questionnaire was given to students after
the observation period was completed. The questionnaire contained several close and
open-ended questions that were used to seek information about how the integration of
literary works could improve critical thinking and the perspective of the students toward
the use of the literary works in improving critical thinking. The questionnaire used was
designed by adapting the questionnaire on Hasan and Hasan [ 14] research about students’
perception towards literature integration in the English language departments at Duhok
and Zakho universities.

6 Findings and Discussion

Based on the observation findings, it shows that the personal-response approach is the
most commonly employed approach. Other approaches found were information-based
approach and stylistics approach, while the moral-philosophical approach was not found
specifically during the observations. These approaches were observed during observa-
tions when the teachers taught the class using literary works in the form of an act-play and
poems. The topics or themes discussed were borders and boundaries and feeling exile.
Afterwards, the use of approaches found in learning literary works in the classroom
during observations is then categorized based on four components of Multiliteracies
pedagogy, namely situated practice, overt instruction, critical framing, and transformed
practice relating to the stages applied by the teacher in teaching the literary works.

6.1 Situated Practice

In this second stage, students do a reading activity to comprehend the literary works in
general. Teachers usually use comprehension questions to check students’ understanding
of the text they are reading. At this point, it was discovered that the teacher employed
an information-based approach to elicit information from students and to verify their
understanding from reading the literary works. Another approach found was the personal-
response approach which used to elicit students’ response to the text. Moreover, it was
found that the teacher engaged the students in discussion activities to allow them to share
their viewpoints. One application was when the teacher gave a comprehension question
to students after reading the literary work as follow:
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What is the poem about? What is the narrator trying to convey?

Another example was when the teacher gave a follow-up question when students
present the results of their discussion. With this, the teacher could get a more detailed
explanation and comprehension by asking students to elaborate on their answers or give
their personal point of view.

6.2 Overt Instruction

In this second stage, students do a reading activity to comprehend the literary works in
general. Teachers usually use comprehension questions to check students’ understanding
of the text they are reading. At this point, it was discovered that the teacher employed
an information-based approach to elicit information from students and to verify their
understanding from reading the literary works. Another approach found was the personal-
response approach which used to elicit students’ response to the text. Moreover, it was
found that the teacher engaged the students in discussion activities to allow them to share
their viewpoints.

One application was when the teacher gave a comprehension question to students
after reading the literary work as follow:

What is the poem about? What is the narrator trying to convey?

Another example was when the teacher gave a follow-up question when students
present the results of their discussion. With this, the teacher could get a more detailed
explanation and comprehension by asking students to elaborate on their answers or give
their personal point of view.

6.3 Critical Framing

In the third stage, students link the language forms and sociocultural contexts of the
literary works based on their conscious attention. They examine the structure as well as
the author’s choice of words in the literary works. It was found that the teacher used
a stylistic approach at this stage but did not conduct many activities. The teacher only
gave some instructions and questions to the students without further discussion. This
can be seen when the teacher assigned several students to find the meaning of difficult
words encountered when reading literary work in the form of a poem; these words
include “jalopy” and “bullhorn”. It aimed to guide students to analyze the literary work
in understanding the context and situation presented in the literary work. In addition, the
teacher also occasionally pointed to certain lines which have significant meaning in the
literary work and asked students’ personal opinions in interpreting the lines. In addition,
other learning activity was also found when students analyzed the gist and characters of
a literary work by including evidence in the form of quotations or sentence fragments
from the text that can show the results of their analysis and interpretation.

6.4 Transformed Practice

The fourth stage requires students to create their own texts, which may entail modifying
original texts within the same mode or switching across modes. In this case, for example,
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students could create their own works by converting a poem into prose or vice versa; this
also applies to other text modes. One activity found in this stage was when the teacher
assigned students to analyze the characters from an act-play in order to make an essay.
In this activity, students were assigned to identify and analyze each character in the
act-play by linking it to the class discussion topic. The teacher used a stylistic approach
in guiding students in the analysis process by paying attention to the choice of words
and social images in the text in interpreting the characters.

Components in the form of stages in integrating literary works used by the observed
teacher include 1) situated practice, 2) Over instruction, 3) Critical Framing, and 4)
Transformed practice. This finding has similarities with the model for teaching critical
thinking in the ESL classroom by Jun [15] which has the same focus flow. The model
consists of 5 steps which include pre-reading activity, comprehension activity, logic of
the literary works exploration, the logic of the literary works evaluation, and composition.
Thus, this could indicate the importance of scaffolding in learning literary works in order
to achieve effective results to develop critical thinking in students. This also shows that
critical thinking needs to be developed gradually, not instantaneously, which requires a
teacher to guide the students.

In integrating literary works, it was discovered that the teacher frequently uses the
personal-response approach in the classroom. This approach allows students to respond
to literary works according to their own interpretations, allowing them to actively engage
their thinking processes. It is mentioned in research by Bobkina and Stefanova [6] that
this approach helps students to connect the fictional world to the real world through
a complex process. Thus, it makes students gradually become aware of the meanings
assigned to literary representations and the emotions evoked by them. The finding of that
research also shows there was strong evidence that this type of approach which focuses
on students is a notable way to promote active observation and evaluation, which are
indicators of critical thinking.

The result of this research does not reflect the research’s finding by Mustakim et al.
[13] which found that the information-based approach and the paraphrastic approach
were approaches that were often used by the teacher. Those approaches focus more
on eliciting information after students have read the literary works and translating it to
make the literary works easier to understand for students. This difference can be caused
by differences in the characteristics of the sample students which affect the approaches
used by the teacher. This can imply that the use of approaches by the teacher adjusts to
the genuine needs of the students in the classroom. For example, this research observed
students at an international school who are already accustomed to using English so that
the paraphrastic approach is not the focus of this research.

Literary analysis gives students the opportunity to see literary works more deeply, not
only stopping at the general comprehension of texts but also including understanding its
implicit meaning. This involves the process of interpreting and evaluating the language
and social context of the literary works. This is also related to the stylistic approach
applied by the observed teacher where the teacher guides students to pay attention to
certain words and lines for the analysis. According to Alwine (in [3]), critical thinking
could be developed through learning activities that help students understand the meaning
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of literary works by demonstrating their ability to recognize both the literal and inferred
meaning of tone and making reasonable judgments.

Literary works that are authentic also have a positive impact on students. This seems
to give students exposure to problems and issues that occur in the real world. In terms
of literary works analysis, students could also reflect on themselves and compare the
things they find to their own experiences. For example, in analyzing and finding problem
solving in literary works students can express their opinions and judgments based on
things they have experienced before. This finding is in line with what was found by
Tabackovd [2] which states that thinking about literary works could reflect the thinking
about real-life situations.

In addition to the two indicators namely literary work analysis and real-world prob-
lem reflection mentioned above, there is one more crucial indicator that is worth noting
which is students’ direct involvement in learning. By giving students the opportunity to
actively engage in learning activities, it makes students more active in exploring literary
works. Students could benefit from learning activities such as group discussions to help
them generate ideas and opinions. This activity can also demonstrate that there will
always be many points of views on one subject matter.

Furthermore, the teacher’s role as a guide for students is also important in learning
activities. In this case, the teacher must be active in engaging students in discussing
literary works. Shukri and Mukundan [3] in their research suggest that teachers should
not only focus on employing one approach in integrating literature, but also the need
to be able to create a conducive classroom environment to promote active learning. For
example, in observations in this research, it was found that the teacher often gave follow-
up questions to students to elaborate on their responses. Thus, it can encourage students
to think critically and explore new ideas. This is also similar to the findings of Tung and
Chang [12] which states that there are 3 factors that must be considered in promoting
students’ critical thinking through literary works, namely the implementation of Socratic
questioning to promote elaboration of thoughts.

Regarding students’ perception, it was found that students had a positive response
regarding the integration of literary works to improve their critical thinking skills. There
are 3 main points discussed regarding the integration of literary works in the classroom,
namely increasing students’ involvement in learning, increasing students’ self-reflection,
and improving the way students’ express opinions and judgments more critically. This is
supported by the research findings of Hasan and Hasan [14], which revealed that literary
integration aids in the development of critical thinking, personal interpretative opinions,
and analytical skills in students.

The results of this research have similarities with research by Viana and Zyngier [16]
which gave positive responses that learning literary works in classroom can increase stu-
dents’ involvement in learning and self-reflection. It is said that reading and discussing
literary works together could encourage students to reflect on their educational expe-
riences. The interaction and freedom of expression-focused teaching method was well
received by the students [16]. This demonstrates how studying literary works gives moti-
vated students numerous possibilities to interact with the literary works. Those findings
demonstrate that students could practice their thought processes in nurturing and improv-
ing their critical thinking when given the opportunity to be active and free to respond to
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the literary works. Thus, this is a concern and note for teachers to consider in integrating
literary works to promote critical thinking in the classroom. It is important that they
could choose strategies and teaching activities that are in accordance with the needs of
students to be actively involved in learning.

7 Conclusion

Based on the findings, it can conclude that the teacher has integrated literary works
based on the four components of Multiliteracies pedagogy although in different por-
tions, where it is dominated by activities on situated practice and overt instruction. The
teacher mostly employed a personal-response approach to foster students’ engagement
and participation, which is believed as one of the significant indicators in improving
critical thinking. Other approaches found are information-based approach and stylistic
approach. Moreover, through a questionnaire, all of the students observed gave a positive
response by stating that literary works analysis helps them when giving opinions and
judgment more critically. Students also revealed that integrating literary works in the
classroom can increase students’ involvement in learning and improve the ability for
self-reflection.
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