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Promoting Literary Reading in Lower Secondary English Language 

Classrooms 
Sabine Binder and Liana Pirovino 

Abstract 

Reading literary texts in their original version presents notable challenges in the Swiss lower 

secondary English language classroom. Not only are students’ English language skills still 

developing, but teachers often lack methodological support. This article outlines a design-based 

research study aimed at addressing these issues. Two teaching sequences, based on existing theory 

and research in the fields of Second Language Acquisition (SLA) and literary studies, were 

developed through close collaboration between a researcher and a practitioner. The teaching 

sequences were designed to facilitate students’ literary reading abilities, with the added benefit of 

providing support for teachers. The study analyzed students’ creative textual outcomes using 

qualitative content analysis to trace processes of literary comprehension. Findings showed that both 

interventions supported students in making interpretative inferences and empathizing with fictional 

characters’ emotions (signs of literary comprehension), and that they did so across the spectrum of 

students’ overall language proficiencies. In addition to demonstrating the feasibility and impact of 

the teaching sequences, the study offers valuable empirical insights into the process of literary 

reading in the English language classroom. Notably, the findings challenge the assumption that 

advanced language competence is a prerequisite for successful literary interpretation. 
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Introduction i 

Literary reading skills are a compulsory part of the Swiss curriculum for English language teaching 

(ELT) in lower secondary schools (ages 12–15 years). This is in accordance with ELT curricula 

beyond Switzerland and, notably, the Companion Volume to the Common European Framework 

of Reference for Languages (2018), reflecting an increased recognition of the role literature plays 

in language learning (Paran et al., 2021). 

However, there is reason to believe that literature is not utilized to its full potential in lower 

secondary schools outside the academic, pre-university Gymnasium stream. Vocationally oriented 

lower secondary schools serve the majority of teenagers in Switzerland and are less likely to 

prioritize literary education. A survey conducted among 49 secondary school English teachers in 

the greater Zurich area revealed that over half do not regularly use literary texts, including 

multimodal texts, in their classrooms (Binder, 2021). Teachers reported that they would be more 

inclined to do so if they had access to more suitable texts, greater methodological support, and 

more time in class (Binder, 2021). While these findings are local, they mirror patterns observed 

internationally, where empirical research on literature use in lower secondary ELT remains scarce. 

Studies have revealed that teachers lack support in implementing literature, particularly when it 

comes to selecting suitable texts and employing student-centred, action-oriented teaching methods 

(Kräling et al., 2015; Lehrner-te Lindert, 2022). These challenges suggest that the literary education 

students receive may fall short of meeting curricular requirements. 

Further insights come from Gardemann’s (2021) study of Hamburg lower secondary 

schools, which found that teachers’ use of literature largely depended on the coursebooks they used 

– which may offer more or less literary content. This overreliance on coursebooks is not unique to 

Germany. Calafato and Gudim (2022) report similar trends across many global contexts. In 

Switzerland too, coursebooks dominate instructional time. Even a cursory glance at English 

coursebooks commonly used in Swiss lower secondary schools reveals a striking absence of 

literary texts. This reflects trends observed in other countries, such as Japan, where literary 

materials have been systematically removed from junior high school textbooks in favour of factual 

texts deemed better suited for promoting communicative competence (Takashi, 2015).  

Teachers may, of course, choose to incorporate literature beyond what the coursebooks 

offer. However, time constraints are a significant barrier. As one English teacher interviewed by 
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the first author explains: ‘I think that’s one of the biggest issues we have. We need all the lessons 

to get through [the coursebook]; so where do I take the lessons for literature?’ (secondary school 

English teacher, personal communication, August 16, 2022). Concerns about time are not unique 

to Switzerland. Duncan and Paran (2018) also found that teachers at the upper-secondary level 

view literature as time-intensive, making it difficult to integrate it into a tightly packed curriculum. 

As a result, the dominance of coursebooks – especially those with limited literary content – leaves 

little room for literary study in practice.   

Moreover, teachers’ perceptions of student ability play a significant role in determining 

whether literature is used. Gardemann (2021) found that the lower teachers rated their students’ 

language competence, the less likely they were to incorporate literature in their teaching. Cheung 

and Hennebry-Leung (2020) report a similar finding from Hong Kong, where a teacher’s 

perception of her students’ low proficiency constrained her use of literature. In Switzerland, this 

view is echoed in survey responses such as: ‘With C-level students [the lowest level], using 

fictional texts is very difficult’ (Binder, 2021). This combination of coursebook reliance and 

entrenched beliefs that lower-level students cannot comprehend literary texts in a second language 

can deprive these students of valuable literary experience and access (Hallet, 2009; see also Diehr 

& Surkamp, 2020; Mayer, 2022). 

The current study sought to address these obstacles to integrating literature in the English 

language classroom on two levels. First, it developed a practical solution: a prototype design 

intervention (Euler, 2014; Bakker, 2018), consisting of two teaching sequences based on two short 

stories in their original English versions. The goal was to create conditions that facilitated literary 

reading. Secondly, the study aimed to gain a nuanced understanding of students’ cognitive 

processes when engaging in literary reading. To achieve this, a qualitative content analysis 

(Kuckartz & Rädiker, 2022) was conducted on students’ written texts, mapping evidence of literary 

reading comprehension.  
 

Theoretical Foundations of the Study  

What exactly literary reading entails is not only contested, but culturally and historically 

determined. Rosenblatt’s notion of ‘aesthetic transaction’, rooted in reader-response theory, has 

long been influential in educational contexts (Hall, 2015, pp. 53–54). According to Rosenblatt 
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(1986), meaning does not reside in the text alone, but ‘comes into being during the transaction’, 

that is, during a reciprocal process between reader and text (p. 123). The quality of this meaning-

making process can fall anywhere on a continuum between what Rosenblatt terms ‘efferent’ and 

‘aesthetic’ reading. Efferent reading refers to a text being processed on a factual level, with the aim 

of extracting objectifiable information that remains after the reading event. In contrast, aesthetic 

reading is highly individual and centres on the reader’s lived experience during reading, which 

may later be reflected on, evaluated or interpreted (Rosenblatt, 1986, p. 124). Crucially, aesthetic 

reading is not determined by a text’s inherent qualities, but by the reader’s stance or attitude toward 

the text (Rosenblatt, 1985, pp. 123–124). This means that even factual texts can be read 

aesthetically. In the context of this study, ‘literary reading’ will denote aesthetic reading of literary 

texts – thus specifying both the reader’s stance and the literary nature of the reading material.  

Since inferencing – both literal and literary – plays a central role in discourse 

comprehension, it provides a valuable lens through which to assess students’ understanding of texts 

and will constitute a major focus of this study. Additionally, since aesthetic reading involves a 

personal engagement with the narrative, including the capacity to relate to characters and events, 

the second process examined is empathizing. Alter and Ratheiser (2019, pp. 381–382) describe 

empathic competence – defined as a reader’s ability to personally connect with characters – as 

‘probably the first entry point into the discussion of a literary text’. Both inferencing and 

empathizing are therefore central components of competency models for developing literary skills 

in ELT at the lower secondary level (Alter & Ratheiser, 2019; Burwitz-Melzer, 2007; Diehr & 

Surkamp, 2015; Steininger, 2014). The following sections will examine these two processes in 

turn, beginning with inferencing and followed by empathizing. 
 

Inferencing 

Defined as ‘deriving logical conclusions from premises known or assumed to be true’, inferencing 

is ‘one of the most important processes necessary for successful comprehension during reading’ 

(O’Brien et al., 2015, p. i). According to Kintsch’s (1994) widely recognized construction-

integration model, reading and comprehending a text means constructing a coherent mental model 

of the information that is presented in the text. Readers’ mental models evolve along three different 

levels of representation: ‘linguistic surface’, ‘textbase’ and ‘situation model’ (Kintsch, 1994, 

p. 39). 
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Figure 1. Enriched Model of Text Comprehension based on Kintsch (1994) and McCarthy et al. (2021). 
 

The linguistic surface component entails activating lower-level processes, such as word 

recognition, syntactic parsing and word-to-word integration on a clause and paragraph level (Grabe 

& Stoller, 2020). The textbase component refers to forming a mental representation of the text, 

which Grabe and Stoller (2020) describe as ‘an internal summary of main ideas’ (p. 22). At this 

stage, inferencing begins to play an increasingly important role as readers interpret textual 

information situationally, for example, in relation to their background knowledge, feelings, text 

genre, or with a view to their reading goals, thereby creating an elaborated situation model 

(Kintsch, 1994, p. 41, 2019, p. 181). Readers make inferences that either bridge or connect ideas 

within a text (bridging inferences) or inferences that elaborate textual with extra-textual 

information (elaborative inferences) (McCarthy & Goldman, 2015, p. 586; McCarthy et al., 2021, 

p. 91). However, while elaborative inferences bring information from outside the text to fill in the 

blanks, ‘these inferences remain within the story world’ (McCarthy et al., 2021, p. 91). Reading so 

far remains on a literal level.  

A literary interpretation occurs ‘when the reader generates inferences that connect 

information in the text with ideas about the world beyond the story’, so-called ‘higher-order 

inferences’ (McCarthy, 2015, p. 100). Literary reading that moves beyond the text can only be 
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partially accounted for by existing models of (literal) reading. Kintsch (1994) claims that 

processing a literary text is not inherently different from processing a non-literary text, but that the 

creation of the three representational levels is potentially more complex (pp. 44–49). A reader 

needs to create and coordinate several complex, multilayered and potentially contradictory 

situation models in literary reading (p. 45, 49). Whether this more complex process is covered by 

the traditional situation model or whether it needs to be conceptualized as a distinct level of 

representation – visualized in Figure 1 as a ‘literary situation model’ – is contested (McCarthy et 

al., 2021, pp. 95–96).  

 

Empathizing 

In social psychology, empathy is considered a multidimensional phenomenon that includes both 

cognitive and emotional components (Davis, 1996). Cognitive empathy is the ability to understand 

what other people think and feel. Döring (2013, p. 297) compares cognitive empathy to taking 

somebody else’s perspective (see also Denham, 2024). Affective empathy, by contrast, is the ability 

to feel other people’s feelings indirectly. In this case, we synchronize our emotions with those of 

another person, especially if that person is close to us (Döring, 2013, p. 297).  

In the context of literary reading comprehension, the focus is on the cognitive dimension 

of empathy. If readers are able to cognitively empathize with a fictional character, they are able to 

take that character’s perspective. Cognitive empathy is thus not only a sign of a reader’s active 

engagement with the text; as Matravers (2022) argues, empathy functions as ‘an epistemological 

tool for the reader’ (p. 146), helping the reader to understand the text. Literary situation models 

include spatial information, such as perspectival cues, allowing readers to construct the narrative 

world – their situation model – from the protagonist’s point of view (Matravers, 2022, p. 147). This 

study focuses on students’ cognitive empathy only with a fictional character’s emotions, where 

readers construct ‘a representation of the main protagonist’s emotional status’ (Gygax & Gillioz, 

2015, p. 122).  

To evaluate the impact of the two teaching sequences on students’ literary reading 

comprehension – focussing specifically on the processes of inferencing and empathizing – the 

analysis was guided by the following research questions:  
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● What evidence of literary reading comprehension can be identified in learners’ written 

texts? 

● What dimensions of literary reading emerge from the data? 

● How does this evidence relate to the two teaching sequences? 

● How does this evidence correspond to students’ levels of language competence? 

 

Two Teaching Sequences 

Within close research-practice collaboration between the first author and a trained, native English-

speaking teacher with thirty years of teaching experience in the USA and Switzerland, two teaching 

sequences were designed. Each teaching sequence revolved around a contemporary short story in 

its original form. Linguistic suitability for the target group was ensured and balanced with 

methodological considerations (Kirchhoff, 2019; see Appendix 1 for further information and 

vocabulary profiles of each short story). The teaching sequences spanned two to three lessons (of 

45 minutes each, plus associated homework) and involved lead-in tasks, reading and post-tasks, 

which gradually progressed from literal to literary reading. Each task was introduced and framed 

by the teacher. The design of the teaching sequences was informed by Rosenblatt’s transactional 

theory of reading (1986) outlined above. At the same time, it was anchored in a cognitive-

interactionist SLA framework, emphasizing rich input, cognitively and emotionally engaging 

materials and authentic, task-based interaction (Ellis et al., 2020; Loewen & Satō, 2017; 

Tomlinson, 2017).  

 

Teaching sequence 1: ‘The Loner’ 

The first teaching sequence was based on ‘The Loner’, the opening chapter of British author 

Tommy Donbavand’s 2014 teen mystery novel Ward 13. Set in a hospital ward, it features a 

teenager named Mark who is alarmed by the mysterious disappearance of fellow patient Jack. 

While the mystery remains unsolved, clues hinting at foul play afford ample opportunity for 

inference-making on the part of the reader. The story is relatable and engaging to teenage readers 

because of the protagonist’s age and the story’s crime genre. It was thus expected to secure student 

motivation and response as a basis for literary engagement (Duff & Maley, 2007; Elliott-Johns, 

2017; Kirchhoff, 2019; Weisshaar, 2015).  
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For the lead-in task, six pictures were used to elicit and pre-teach concepts and vocabulary 

to prepare students for reading. These included words pointing students to the crime genre (for 

example, ‘grave’), but also words that were assumed to be unknown to students (for example, ‘to 

squeak’ or ‘royal navy tattoo’). Students then read the story individually, and were allowed to use 

an online dictionary. After reading, they completed a ‘Mystery Story Map’ in random pairs 

(adapted from Heinz, 2017). This story map was a worksheet that prompted students to record 

information about the characters, places and mysteries in the text. Based on textual clues, they had 

to identify suspects and speculate about potential motives, prompting them towards adopting a 

literary stance. In a final class discussion students then shared their theories. Finally, they were 

instructed to ‘Write an ending to the story. Use your mystery map and your ideas (1–2 pages)’. 

This creative writing task built on and was prepared by the preceding group work. Kimes-Link’s 

(2013, pp. 375–377) empirical study emphasizes the importance of gradual, coherent progression 

of subtasks leading to students’ creative output in order to facilitate literary comprehension (see 

also Diehr & Surkamp, 2020, pp. 269–271; Kräling et al., 2015, p. 104; Rössler, 2020, pp. 278–

279). An overview of the tasks can be seen in Table 1:  

 

 Lead-in While reading Post-reading 

Task 
Guessing activity based 
on visual stimuli 
(class discussion) 

Silent reading 
(individual) 

Mystery Story 
Map 
(in groups) 

Writing a story 
ending 
(individual) 

Function 
Activate generic pre- 
concepts, elicit and pre-
teach vocabulary 

First reading 

Re-reading, 
identify clues and 
generate 
hypotheses 

Facilitate literary 
reading  

 

Table 1. Lead-in, reading and post-reading activities and their functions for teaching sequence 1. 

 

Teaching sequence 2: ‘An Hour with Abuelo’  

‘An Hour with Abuelo’ by Puerto Rican American author Judith Ortiz Cofer was first published in 

An Island Like You: Stories of the Barrio (1995). The story is about teenage protagonist Arturo’s 

one-hour visit to a nursing home, during which he gets to know his grandfather in new ways. 

Narrated in first person, the story ends with a feeling of unfinished business. What is open to 
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interpretation is how Arturo is going to deal with the feeling of regret at having unexpectedly found 

and lost a conversational partner in his grandfather. Despite being the longer text, it is linguistically 

slightly more accessible than ‘The Loner’.  

For the pre-teaching task students were asked to record information about their own 

grandparents for homework. Students then read the story individually, with access to an online 

dictionary, and completed two follow-up tasks. The first task asked them to imagine being part of 

the story, and to write about who they would be and why. This aimed at facilitating cognitive 

empathy with the characters. The second task was a group task called ‘Story Arc’ (adapted from 

Pfau & Vetterli-Verstraete, 2011), which required students to map the changes Arturo undergoes 

in the course of the story. As a final creative task, students were asked to write a piece describing 

Arturo’s next visit: ‘Imagine Arturo is going to visit his grandfather again. Describe his visit: Why 

does he go again? When? How does he feel about it this time? What questions does he ask his 

grandfather? What do they talk about? Write 6 to 8 sentences’. An overview of the tasks can be 

seen in Table 2: 

 

 Lead-in While reading Post-reading 

Task 

Sharing 
information 
about own 
grandparents 
(class 
discussion)  

Silent reading 
(individual) 

Imagine you are 
part of the story  
(individual 
writing) 

Story Arc 
(in groups)  
 

Describe 
Arturo’s next 
visit to his 
grandfather 
(individual 
writing) 

Func-
tion 

Prepare 
personal, 
affective 
response to 
protagonists 

First reading 
Facilitate 
cognitive 
empathy 

Re-reading, 
map 
protagonist’s 
attitude 
change  

Facilitate 
literary 
reading 

 

Table 2:  Lead-in, reading and post-reading activities and their functions for teaching sequence 2. 
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Method 

Implementation of the teaching sequences 

The teaching sequences were implemented in the same lower secondary class in the Canton of 

Zurich in March and May 2023 respectively. Prior to the implementation of the teaching sequence 

a C-Test was completed by all students in the class. C-Tests are a widely recognized and effective 

instrument to measure learners’ general language proficiency (Porsch & Wilden, 2017). They 

require learners to reconstruct meaning by completing missing word parts in a sequence of short 

texts (Grotjahn, 2002). The lessons were taught by the collaborating teacher (as the students’ 

regular English teacher). The first author acted as an observer and occasional teaching assistant. 

The class initially consisted of 24 students, numbered from 1_1 to 1_24. One student dropped out 

early, and another was absent for most of the implementation period and was therefore excluded 

from the study. The remaining 22 students were aged 12 to 13 years (grade 7 in Switzerland). Of 

these, 13 had a multilingual background.  

 

Data analysis  

The students’ creative texts were chosen as a unit of analysis. A total of 21 ‘story endings’ (SE) 

and 19 ‘next visit’ texts (NV) were analyzed. Evaluating students’ literary reading comprehension 

through their written texts constitutes an ‘off-line’ or ‘after-reading’ assessment (McCarthy et al., 

2021, p. 92). A qualitative content analysis (Kuckartz & Rädiker, 2022) was conducted by the 

authors. In line with the centrality of inferencing and empathy in literary reading, as outlined in the 

preceding theory chapter, two main codes were developed deductively: ‘Inference’, to capture 

higher-level processes of textual comprehension, and ‘Empathy (with emotions)’, to identify 

instances where learners empathized with a protagonist’s emotions. Using these two main codes, a 

first round of coding was conducted. During this process, a third main code, ‘Plot Twist’ emerged 

inductively. The units of coding in the first round were one or several sentences that formed an 

idea unit. In order to arrive at a more nuanced understanding of students’ inferences, a second 

round of coding of passages coded as ‘Inference’ was carried out, where the focus was put on single 

or multi-word items. All texts were coded with the MAXQDA programme. The three main codes 

and their subcodes are further explained as follows: 
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1 Inference. This code was used when the student made an inference based on the original 

short story (and developed it creatively). Given the crucial role of inferences in literary reading, 

this was used to capture higher-level processes of text comprehension. Three subcodes emerged 

inductively, but they are also supported by existing theory: 

1.1 Repetition. This was used for verbatim repetitions of key words as they appear in the 

original short story. Levine and Horton (2015) state that a key word denotes a ‘salient detail’ 

that points to multiple layers of meaning (p. 126). Expert readers of literature recognize 

such words as pointers to levels of meaning that go beyond the literal meaning of a text. 

Consequently, they are used as a point of departure for literary reading (Levine & Horton, 

2015, pp. 126–127). 

1.2 Adaptation. This was used for words that do not appear in the short story and were 

used by students in an adaptive way. In other words, in a way that builds on the meaning of 

the original short story and goes beyond it.  

1.3 Mix. This denotes the use of both verbatim original key words and adaptations. 

 

2 Empathy (with emotions). This code was used when a student empathized with a 

protagonist’s emotions. Empathy with a fictional character’s emotions is considered a key part of 

literary reading and was therefore a main code. The subcodes denote which character the student 

empathized with: 

2.1 Empathy for Mark. Used when a student empathized with Mark’s emotions.  

2.2 Empathy for Jack. Used when a student empathized with Jack’s emotions.  

2.3 Empathy for Young Arturo. Used when a student empathized with Arturo’s emotions.  

2.4 Empathy for Abuelo. Used when a student empathized with Abuelo’s emotions.  

 

3 Plot Twist. This code was used when the student created a sudden plot twist to bring the 

story to a positive end. This rather surprising phenomenon was observed only in the ‘story endings’ 

(SE). As ‘The Loner’ contains no clues suggesting a happy ending, this was given a separate main 

code. Two subcodes specify how the student chose to perform the plot twist. 

3.1 Happy Ending. This was used when the student concluded their text with a sudden 

positive outcome. 
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3.2 Bad Dream. This was used when the students concluded their text with a sudden 

awakening from a bad dream to create a positive outcome.  
 

Examples of how the codes were applied can be found in Appendix 2.  

 
Findings 

Main code ‘Inference’ 

A total of 17 out of 21 ‘story endings’ (SE) contained inferences that students made based on the 

‘The Loner’. The number of inferences made varied from 1 to 19. As Figure 2 illustrates, the 

subcode ‘Repetition’ was coded in 11 student texts, ‘Adaptation’ in 16 and ‘Mix’ in 13. Given that 

the creative texts vary in length considerably, not only within SE, but also between SE and ‘next 

visit’ texts (NV), relative frequency (number of inferences made divided by the number of words 

per text) was calculated in order to allow for comparison. The left y-axis depicts the number of 

references relative to the length (number of words) of students’ SE. Individual students’ results are 

presented according to their ranking in the C-Test, with scores ordered along the x-axis from 

highest to lowest scores. The right y-axis depicts C-Test scores (1–100). 
  

 
 

Figure 2. Relative frequency of Inferences in SE texts. 
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Figure 3 shows that a total of 18 out of 19 NV texts contained inferences that students made based 

on ‘An Hour with Abuelo’. Subcode ‘Repetition’ was coded in 8 student texts, ‘Adaptation’ in 14 

and ‘Mix’ in 12. Again, relative frequencies are given, and the results are set against students’ 

scores in the C-Test.  

 

 
 

Figure 3. Relative frequency of Inferences in NV texts. 

 

Main code ‘Empathy (with emotions)’ 

As Figure 4 illustrates, 12 out of 21 SE texts were coded for empathy with a protagonist’s emotions. 

Again, relative frequencies are given in the left y-axis, and the results are set against students’ 

scores in the C-Test (right y-axis). With one exception, the teenage protagonist Mark was the 

character empathized with. The adult protagonist Jack was empathized with only once. Altogether 

9 SE contained no empathy.  
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Figure 4. Relative frequency of Empathy in SE texts. 

 

 
Figure 5. Relative frequency of Empathy in NV texts. 
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17 out of 19 NV texts were coded for empathy (Figure 5). While the young protagonist Arturo was 

empathized with in all the 17 texts coded for empathy, 7 texts empathized with Abuelo. No text 

empathized only with Abuelo, and 2 texts contained no empathy.   

 

Main code ‘Plot Twist’ 

A total of 7 of 21 SE were coded for plot twist. Out of these, 4 were coded as ‘Happy Ending’ and 

3 as ‘Bad Dream’. No comparable phenomenon was found in the NV texts. Evidence was found 

across the spectrum of C-Test results.  

 

Discussion 

Based on the findings presented, the following research questions will now be addressed: 

● What evidence of literary reading comprehension can be identified in learners’ written 

texts? 

● What dimensions of literary reading emerge from the data? 

● How does this evidence relate to the two teaching sequences? 

● How does this evidence correspond to students’ levels of language competence? 

 

First, the two main dimensions of literary reading for which evidence was found, namely 

inferencing and empathy with a fictional character’s emotions, are discussed. Secondly, there is a 

discussion of how these dimensions related to the teaching sequences and to students’ levels of 

language competence. 

 

Inferencing 

Overall, a vast majority of learners’ texts contained inferences that pointed to literal and literary 

reading, that is, to processes of higher-level understanding of the short stories read in class. There 

were different processes of inferencing at work, as the data shows. In about half of the students’ 

texts, words were lifted verbatim from the stories (subcode 1.1 ‘Repetition’). In such instances, 

students embedded their repetitions into idea units that closely resembled the original stories, thus 

signalling literal understanding. What is more, by choosing to repeat key words from the story, 

students showed that they noticed them as salient pointers. McCarthy et al. (2021) state that ‘The 
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knowledge of both what to look for and what it might mean are critical in the construction of 

interpretive inferences’ (p. 100). Students here displayed an awareness of ‘what to look for’. Even 

though they did not yet dive into ‘what it might mean’, they noticed the signposts and thereby 

signalled a literary stance. 

A look at the next two subcodes reveals evidence of ‘what it might mean’. A vast majority 

of SE and NV contained adaptive words (subcode 1.2 ‘Adaptation’). For example, in student 

1_18’s NV, adaptive word usage is printed in bold: ‘Arturo enjoyed this time with his grandfather 

immensely and wanted to visit him more often.’ This links back to textual clues found in ‘An 

Hour with Abuelo’: 
 

I want to discuss this with him … I am about to ask him why he didn’t keep fighting to 

make his dream come true […] I walk slowly … toward the exit sign. I want my mother 

to have to wait a little. I don’t want her to think that I’m in a hurry or anything. (Ortiz 

Cofer, 1995, pp. 103–104) 
 

Arturo’s engagement with the story of his grandfather’s life is expressed through his urge to ask 

questions and his ostentatious reluctance to leave the nursing home. The student projects this 

information into the next visit as Arturo’s immense enjoyment and his wish to visit his grandfather 

more. The student’s use of adaptive vocabulary shows them combining information from the story 

with their own creative transformations that move beyond the story. Examples like these are acts 

of literary reading and can be read as evidence for a literary situation model.  

Students who wrote SEs for ‘The Loner’ often used adaptive words to continue the crime 

genre, picking up on Mark’s suspicions and his wish to know more. For example, student 1_19 

wrote: ‘No clue survived. Not even the FBI or the police managed to figure it out’. The student’s 

adaptive vocabulary shows an intensification, even institutionalization (police/FBI), of Mark’s 

search for the truth. Students also used adaptive language to fill in gaps in the story with their own 

creative ideas, often imagining Jack’s disappearance as a murder. The original story reads ‘The bed 

was empty. Jack was gone’ (Donbavand, 2014, p.10). Student 1_24 wrote: ‘Most of ideas were 

scary and bad to think about, like that Jack was killed’, fleshing out and specifying what happened 

to Jack. Again, the use of adaptive language shows a move beyond the text, signalling literary 

reading.  
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Passages coded with the third subcode for inference (1.3 ‘Mix’), occurred at a similar 

frequency as those coded as 1.2, in both SE and NV. Subcode 1.3 was used for passages that 

contained both verbatim key words from the story and new words in an adaptive way, as seen in 

this example: ‘The doctors choosed persons who have no family and they took their organs out 

and bought these organs to rich people who needed organs’ (S 1_20). Not having any family is 

lifted verbatim from ‘The Loner’ (Donbavand, 2014, p. 7), while the hospital’s involvement in 

organ trafficking is the student’s own inference. Similarly to the examples coded as ‘Adaptation’, 

students were observed filling in the gaps of the story with their own creative ideas. 

Examples from NV texts confirm similarities between ‘Mix’ and ‘Adaptation’. ‘What is 

your last wish bevor you have to go?’ student 1_11 has Arturo ask his grandfather. The use of ‘to 

go’ is lifted verbatim from the story and is understood correctly by the student as the grandfather 

not having long to live, whereas the words ‘last wish’ are adaptive, building on ideas in the text of 

the grandfather’s unfulfilled dreams of becoming a teacher and writer. In doing so, the student 

displays evidence of both literal and literary understanding. In conclusion, the evidence for 

subcodes ‘Adaptation’ and ‘Mix’ reveal many similarities. While ‘Mix’ was more immediately 

visibly anchored in the original story – through including verbatim repetitions – both phenomena 

can be taken as evidence for literary reading. 

In contradiction to these generally high levels of literary reading, a substantial third of all 

students brought their SE to a positive end by using a plot twist. They did this by either creating a 

highly unlikely happy ending, for example, by having Mark save Jack from killer doctors without 

further ado (S 1_20), or by having Mark suddenly wake up, thus turning a dangerous situation into 

merely a bad dream. In doing so, these students disregarded not only crime genre conventions, but 

also the dark undercurrents in ‘The Loner’ and numerous textual clues hinting at foul play. At first 

glance, their text passages may be dismissed as evidence of incomplete text comprehension or 

wrong inferencing. A look at the full texts, however, confirms this only for student 1_7. All the 

other students began their SE by picking up on said textual clues in ‘The Loner’, demonstrating 

plausible inferencing. So why did they engineer this sudden turn? One reason may lie in the readers’ 

preferences. Given that ‘readers prefer positive outcomes for good characters’ (Gerrig, 2022, 

p. 311), these students might simply have wished to create a positive outcome for Jack, who is 

characterized as likeable and friendly. The second reason may be related to the age and emotional 
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development of the students. As fascinated by the crime genre as the students were, at 12 and 13 

years old they may not yet be capable or willing to process issues such as loss, death or violence, 

which might have interfered with their logical inferencing. Taking this into account, a plot twist 

may be viewed less as a sign of flawed literary comprehension, and more as a sign of creative 

preference or stage of emotional development. Implementing the teaching sequence with older 

students could serve to further test this hypothesis.  

 

Empathy with a fictional character’s emotions 

A majority of SE and NV contain evidence of cognitive empathy, which suggests a high degree of 

literary reading. Typical examples can be found in Appendix 1. However, a substantial minority (9 

out of 21) SE contained no evidence for empathy, as opposed to only 2 in NV. Reasons for this 

discrepancy likely lie in the stories themselves. First, students may have more readily empathized 

with pleasant/attractive emotions rather than unpleasant/aversive ones. In ‘The Loner’, the 

protagonists’ emotions are more unpleasant than those experienced by Arturo and his grandfather. 

Moreover, both the SE and NV tasks required students to pick up from the emotions experienced 

by the characters towards the end of the story. While Mark initially has some pleasant feelings in 

‘The Loner’, especially during his interactions with Jack, by the end of the story they are of a 

decidedly unpleasant nature. Young Arturo, on the other hand, grapples with very unpleasant 

feelings at the beginning of the story, but these, to his own surprise, turn into rather pleasant ones 

at the end. The findings hint at a well-researched phenomenon by cognitive psychologists: that 

readers update their mental representations of characters’ emotions while reading and that they 

seem to do so fairly automatically (Gygax & Gillioz, 2015, pp. 124–125). Secondly, many SE 

continued the narrative as crime stories, where a genre-typical focus on action may come at the 

cost of empathizing with characters’ emotions.  

The subcodes reveal which characters are empathized with, and how often. In general, 

students mainly empathized with the young protagonists in both SE and NV. This finding may be 

due to narrative perspective and the age of the reader. Both short stories are focalized through the 

young protagonists, which likely helped students to empathize with these characters over others. 

Additionally, the students were a similar age to the protagonists, and similarity with characters is 

known to facilitate empathy (Gerrig, 2022, p. 312). While these findings are not surprising, they 
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confirm the importance of teenage protagonists in facilitating the literary reading process. Still, in 

NV texts, there was substantial evidence of cognitive empathy with Abuelo, the elderly protagonist, 

evidence that is almost non-existent in SE. Again, reasons for this discrepancy likely lie in the 

stories themselves. The elderly Jack never actually makes an appearance in ‘The Loner’. While the 

reader learns much about him, they do so only from Mark, and in the end ‘Jack is gone’. Abuelo, 

on the other hand, is a key character in the story; his voice is present, making him easier to grasp 

and empathize with for students.  

Overall, the study’s findings of cognitive empathy with characters’ emotions indicated that 

the nature of literary reading is strongly influenced not only by the reader’s knowledge, but by 

affordances of the literary text too (McCarthy et al., 2021, pp. 97–98). These two factors, together 

with a third one, namely the pre-reading and post-reading tasks, will be discussed in the next 

section. 

 

How the dimensions of literary reading related to the teaching sequences 

Despite congruent trends, there were differences in inferences and empathy between the SE and 

NV texts. Overall, more inferences and empathy were found in NV than in SE texts, which may be 

accounted for by differences in the teaching sequences. For one, the affordances of the short stories 

at the heart of each sequence differ. Linguistically, ‘The Loner’ was the slightly less accessible of 

the two texts and its portrayal of characters made it more challenging to empathize with them. 

Secondly, there were differences in the tasks that lead up to students writing their creative pieces. 

The lead-in task for ‘The Loner’ had a purely cognitive focus. It aimed at activating genre 

knowledge and pre-teaching challenging vocabulary, offering little room for an emotional 

response. By contrast, the second teaching sequence featured a preparatory task which facilitated 

a personal response on both a cognitive and an emotional level. Students were asked to record 

information about their grandparents for homework, which they did with great enthusiasm. Thus, 

before they even read the short story, their prior knowledge and positive feelings had been 

activated. In addition, a post-task for ‘An Hour with Abuelo’ asked students to take the perspective 

of a character, which facilitated empathy. Instructions for the final creative tasks also differed in 

their explicitness. SE was an open task, giving students more leeway as to the degree in which they 

displayed their literary understanding of ‘The Loner’. Instructions for NV included questions that 
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guided students to think about specific aspects of Arturo’s next visit, such as Arturo’s reason for 

going, his feelings, and what questions he might ask. This placed an obligation on students to 

answer at least a few of the guiding questions, which they did, likely leading to increased evidence 

of empathy in their texts compared to SE texts.  

This reveals a limitation of the study. The examined creative texts were constrained by the 

tasks and instructions, and therefore do not fully capture the range of students’ literal and literary 

reading comprehension. The study therefore only allows a selective assessment of students’ literary 

reading. It is important to note that a lack of inferences or evidence of empathy in either SE or NV 

does not necessarily equal a lack of literary comprehension. 

Additionally, the effects of the affordances of the texts and tasks can only be observed in 

combination. They cannot be isolated. This limitation is an inherent consequence of the present 

study’s being situated in a design-based research paradigm. 

 

How the dimensions of literary reading corresponded to language competence 

This study showed that evidence of literary reading, in the form of higher-level inferences and 

empathy, did not correspond to the student’s level of language competence. To show this, Figure 

6 maps the relative frequencies of higher-level inferences made (sum of subcodes 1.2 ‘Adaptation’ 

and 1.3 ‘Mix’) against the students’ general language competence as established in the C-test. What 

becomes immediately noticeable for both SE (blue bars) and NV (orange bars) is that the level of 

inferencing did not correspond to the level of general language competence. While many 

linguistically less advanced learners produced high numbers of inferences, there are advanced 

learners who produced very few inferences. In fact, the highest scores were achieved by students 

who fell into the lower spectrum of language competence within the class (S 1_14 for SE and S 

1_11 for NV). This phenomenon was more pronounced in NV texts. In NV texts, evidence for 

inferencing was not only higher, but more equally distributed, with high and low points situated 

across the whole linguistic spectrum. For SE there were more pronounced differences between the 

advanced half of the class, where more students displayed evidence for inferencing, and the less 

advanced half of the class, which showed great variance and featured both the lowest and the 

highest scores alongside a number of students without any inferences.  
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Figure 6. Sum of Subcodes 1.2 and 1.3 for SE and NV Texts. 

 

Similarly, Figure 7 reveals evidence of empathy across the spectrum of language competence and 

between SE and NV.  

 
Figure 7. Results sum Codes 2.1 and 2.2 for SE and sum Codes 2.3 and 2.4 for NV. 
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The findings indicate that the ability to experience empathy is independent of general 

language proficiency, as measured by the C-test, in both SE and NV texts. Even learners with lower 

C-test scores displayed a strong capacity for empathy. Notably, in NV, the top scorer (S 1_18) 

ranked at the lower end of the language proficiency scale. This suggests that learners were able to 

grasp the emotions of the story’s protagonists and adopt their perspectives effectively. These 

findings highlight the importance of selecting literary texts with emotional content that resonates 

with learners’ prior knowledge and experiences, as this alignment can enhance engagement in 

literary reading. 

These are remarkable findings given that general language competence varied considerably 

within the class, with C-Test scores ranging from 35 to 97 out of 100 points. The qualitative 

analysis of this small sample indicates that literary reading and general language competence are 

separate competences. Expertise in one must not, as is often done, be equalled to expertise in the 

other. In sum, evidence of literary reading is related to affordances of the texts and the tasks, but 

not to students’ general language competence.  

 

Conclusion 

This study presented two design interventions that sought to address problems in implementing 

literary reading in English language classrooms. Qualitative evidence confirmed that both teaching 

sequences, which were developed in close collaboration between a researcher and an experienced 

teacher, were conducive to students’ literary reading. The students’ creative texts showed evidence 

of their ability to make inferences beyond the literal meaning of the short stories, as well as the 

ability to empathize with a protagonist’s emotions. Both indicate literary reading. Remarkably, this 

evidence emerged across the spectrum of students’ general language competences.  

Besides demonstrating the feasibility and impact of the two teaching sequences within the 

present Swiss ELT context, the results yield insights into the relation between language and literary 

proficiencies, suggesting that these are distinct competences. Notably, advanced language 

proficiency did not emerge as a necessary prerequisite for successful engagement with literature in 

the present context. Therefore, the use of literary texts should not be made contingent on students 

reaching a particular level of language proficiency, as many teachers do, according to research by 
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Gardemann (2021) and Cheung and Hennebry-Leung (2020). The present findings underscore the 

need to reconsider this practice. 

In addition, while teachers’ concerns about time constraints are valid, curricular 

requirements to develop students’ literary reading skills at the lower secondary level – both in 

Switzerland and elsewhere – must still be met. When coursebooks fall short due to their limited 

literary content, as is the case in Switzerland and also noted by Takashi (2015) in Japan, this study 

offers a compelling rationale for periodically replacing them with literary texts supported by 

thoughtfully designed tasks. This approach promotes the gradual development of literary 

competence from an early stage, particularly when stories and tasks foster both cognitive and 

emotional engagement. Findings suggest that it was precisely the emotional connection 

linguistically less proficient students were able to establish that created a pathway into the literary 

text and facilitated their literary reading. Also, if literary competence is not entirely reliant on 

linguistic proficiency, there may be an opportunity for the transfer of literary skills acquired in 

other languages.  

Hall (2015) notes that ‘the more expert reader [of literature] is likely to “enjoy” the 

experience more’ (p. 74), suggesting that teaching designs which effectively cultivate literary 

expertise may have the potential to spark reading enjoyment and motivation among learners at all 

language levels. This highlights a promising avenue for future research. In terms of assessment, 

the coding practices used in this study’s qualitative content analysis offer a useful approach for 

evaluating students’ creative responses to literature. Specifically, teachers might use vocabulary 

usage as a potential indicator of students’ depth of understanding, distinguishing between literal 

and literary comprehension. Additional implementations across varied contexts and the use of a 

broader range of evaluation methods are necessary to further validate these findings, refine the 

design of the teaching sequences and continue the iterative, design-based research process. Finally, 

the study underscores the considerable potential of collaboration between academia and teaching 

practice, a partnership that both sides have found beneficial. Expanding and institutionalizing these 

collaborations could further amplify their impact on learning outcomes.  
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Appendix 1: Text Choice and Characteristics 

Given that students read in class and were assisted in several ways, choosing a text that was slightly 

above the average student’s proficiency level was deemed appropriate. Vocabulary plays a key role 

in the accessibility of a text, even more so for non-native speakers of English (Grabe & Stoller, 

2020). Therefore, a vocabulary profile of both texts was established using the Vocabprofile 

programme (VP-Compleat) on Lextutor (Cobb, 2023).  
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Vocabulary Profile of ‘The Loner’: 

Number of 

words (tokens) 

Different words 

(types) 

Type-token ratio 

(TTR) 

Coverage 95% Coverage 98% 

732 322 0.44 K-4 K-6 

 

Both the type-token ratio (TTR) and the coverage are indicative of the difficulty level of a text. 

TTR refers to lexical density; the higher the TTR, the more difficult the text is. Coverage points to 

lexical frequency. A 95% coverage at K-4 means that 95% of the words that appear in ‘The Loner’ 

match the 4,000 most frequent English words (based on the American Corpus for Contemporary 

English (COCA) and the British National Corpus (BNC)). The higher the K-value, the more 

difficult the text is likely to be for readers. A potentially aggravating factor for ‘The Loner’ exists 

on the level of content, in particular with regard to the concept of ‘hospital’. For most students of 

this age, ‘hospital’ is likely associated with health care and healing. ‘Hospital’ as a place of death, 

let alone a crime site, requires students to update their preconceptions. This might make 

understanding more difficult. 

 

 

Vocabulary Profile of ‘An Hour with Abuelo’: 

Number of 

words (tokens) 

Different words 

(types) 

Type-token ratio 

(TTR) 

Coverage 95% Coverage 98% 

1963 606 0.31 K-2 K-7 

 

The vocabulary profile of ‘An Hour with Abuelo’ reveals that linguistically, it is slightly more 

accessible than ‘The Loner’. Despite being the longer text, both TTR and 95% coverage are lower.  
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Appendix 2: Main Codes, Subcodes and Examples 

Main codes Subcodes  Examples 

(SE): ‘Story Ending’ (NV): ‘Next 

Visit’. Students’ linguistic 

inaccuracies have been kept. 

1 Inference 

Based on the original short 

story, the student makes an 

inference (and develops it 

creatively).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

1.1 Repetition 

The student uses key words 

from the original short story 

verbatim. 

‘Then he remembered that the 

porter’s hands were trembled’ (SE, 

S 1_24). 

‘A question could be why he got a 

farmer or why didn’t he fight for 

his dream’ (NV, S 1_1).  

1.2 Adaptation 

The student uses new words 

in an adaptive way, i.e. 

words that build on the 

meaning of the original short 

story and go beyond it. 

‘Mark was afraid’ (SE, S 1_15). 

‘Arturo enjoyed this time with his 

grandfather immensely and 

wanted to visit him more often’ 

(NV, S 1_18). 

1.3 Mix 

The student uses both, key 

words verbatim and new 

words in an adaptive way.  

 

 

 
 

‘Mark snuck into Ward 13 and 

looked for proof that the nurse did 

it’ (SE, S 1_14). 

‘What is your last wish bevor you 

have to go?’ (NV, S 1_11). 

 

 
 

2 Empathy (with emotions) 

The student empathizes 

with the protagonist’s 

emotions. 

2.1 Empathy for Mark 

The student empathizes with 

Mark’s emotions. 

‘Tears came into Mark’s eyes. 

Even though he didn’t know Jack 

that well, he was sad about him 

passing away’ (SE, S 1_24). 

2.2 Empathy for Jack ‘Jack … grew up without a family 
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The student empathizes with 

Jack’s emotions. 

and … so he just felt lonely. He 

thought to himself what the use if I 

get better afterwards? I’m alone 

anyway and no one cares about my 

life …’ (SE, S 1_13). 

2.3 Empathy for young 

Arturo 

The student empathizes with 

young Arturo’s emotions. 

‘I think Arturo is going to be a 

little bit nervous’ (NV, S 1_1). 

2.4 Empathy for Abuelo 

The student empathizes with 

Abuelo’s emotions. 

‘The grandfather was happy to 

see Arturo again’ (NV, S 1_4). 

3 Plot twist  

The student creates a 

sudden plot twist to bring 

the story to a positive end. 

3.1 Happy ending 

The student creates an 

unlikely happy ending to 

bring the so far logical 

sequel to a positive end. 

‘Mark went in and saved Jack from 

killer doctors. Mark hand over the 

killer doctors to the police. At the 

end, Mark and Jack lived together 

and they were happy forever’ 

(SE, S 1_20).  

3.2 Bad dream 

The student has the narrator 

wake up from a bad dream to 

bring the story to a positive 

end.  

‘A few minutes later Mark woke 

up and saw his bed in the hospital. 

He also saw Jack’s bed with Jack 

sleeping in it’ (SE, S 1_15). 

 


