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Thinking through literature
There is considerable potential among teachers of literature and their pupils in Finland. Through 
appropriate guidance it is possible for schoolteachers to strengthen and develop their own liter-
ary interest at the same time as they make creative and focused use of literature so that they and 
their students may acquire the life-enhancing benefits of focused literary study.

An Introduction to Literary Studies
At the end of May I will be retiring after about 20 
years as a Lecturer at the University of Jyväsky-
lä in what is now called the Department of Lan-
guages and Communication. My main interest 
is in literature, and over the years I have had 
the privileged good fortune to be able to design 
and give a wide variety of literature courses − 
on Shakespearean drama, The Romantics, The 
American Novel and the American Short Story 
among many others − at Basic, Intermediate and 
Advanced levels. 

Prior to coming to Finland I had a career 
teaching English – language and literature − 
in the UK, mainly in Independent secondary 
schools teaching pupils from 13 to 18, including 
post A Level coaching (i.e. age 18 +)  for the Ox-
ford Entrance Examination. My responsibilities 
included organising the detailed ‘moderation’ 
and ‘standardisation’ of the written assignments 
for GCSE Key Stage 4 English Language and Lit-
erature that we submitted − about 10 for each 
of the 120 candidates each year – to the NEAB 
examination board, whose assessment criteria 
were of course in line with the national curric-
ulum. (Though Scotland has a different educa-
tional system from England and Wales, literature 
forms a major part also of the Scottish National 
Curriculum. so it is accurate to refer to the study 
of literature ‘in the UK’.) 

My teaching here may be at university lev-
el, but my course ‘An Introduction to Literary 

Studies’, acting as a bridge between school 
and university for all our 80 first year students, 
has provided information about what our stu-
dents know about literature and what their 
experience of literary study has been before 
coming to us. Each week there is a topic, some 
explanatory reading, and a literary text with 
some topic-related questions to be answered 
before the class, in which students negotiate 
an agree group answer before we move on to a 
whole group discussion of them. The selected 
topics are basic critical tools − useful practi-
cal ways that may be applied as appropriate to 
analyzing any literary work: narrative point of 
view, narrative tone, register, figures of speech 
such as metaphor and irony, and the effect on 
the reader, among other topics. I introduce the 
selection of twenty poems gently, and only half 
way through the 12 week course. I give them 
the opportunity to read and discuss their re-
sponses to them quite freely before we move 
on to exploring technical aspects such as stan-
za forms, rhyme schemes, metre and sound ef-
fects, syntax, word choices etc. that have con-
tributed to the effects on them as readers that 
we had already started to discuss and refine.  
I seek to help them to perceive and articulate 
organic connections between form and mean-
ing. Many of the topics are already covered by 
the end of Key Stage 4 in the UK (i.e. by the 
age of 16) and at Sixth Form level all of them 
should be. 

Roger Noël Smith
Lecturer, Department of Language and 
Communication Studies,University of 
Jyväskylä

Roger Noël Smith
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Students understandably find this course 
very challenging, not only because of the new 
concepts, but also because the texts have that 
unique concentration of meaning and form of 
imaginative literature, further because some of 
the texts are not modern, and moreover they 
are all in a foreign language. In the case of po-
etry their difficulty is compounded by not having 
read much poetry in any language in classes at 
school, let alone in a foreign one, prior to coming 
here – hence the need to introduce the poetry 
gently, and the need to encourage them to con-
nect with authentic personal responses by get-
ting them to consider simple questions like What 
did you like about this poem? Which part had the 
most impact on you and what was it? What did 
you find interesting? How does the poem make 
you feel?  Simple questions, seemingly, but once 
the answers start to be discussed it is soon seen 
that some of the answers may not be easily ar-
ticulated accurately – or agreed with by others.

It is clear that many – dare I say what I really 
mean: most? − of the students have not been 
accustomed to reading and discussing literature 
closely. Some find the process of having their 
opinions challenged very difficult to take, and 
sometimes can make the mistake of assuming 
that being asked by me to provide evidence for 
a particular interpretation they have proposed 
is being told what to think. I am not telling you 
what to think, I sometimes say, but rather how 
to think, and how to support your views with evi-
dence from the text − if you can. These are sen-
sitive matters, so I am usually at pains to point 
out to them that I welcome all responses and 
that any response at all gives us something val-
uable to work with to get discussion going. The 
process does show them though that they have 
to learn to work with different opinions of student 
colleagues – or myself. Do we find the evidence 
that has been adduced (if any) in support of a 

particular view convincing? This heuristic pro-
cess of mutual discovery of a text and its mean-
ing and effects, of carefully, subtly, weighing up 
the evidence, and articulating other complex is-
sues, such what is implied and to what degree 
in a densely phrased metaphorical passage, is 
for many a new and daunting intellectual activi-
ty. But it is at the core of literary critical discus-
sions, and students taught in schools in the UK 
to examine literature in the ways stipulated in the 
National Curriculum for England and Wales will 
have had experience of the process.

The critical tools that I teach them constitute 
a great deal of the literary critical language of lit-
erary discussion, so it is hardly surprising if stu-
dents, not knowing that language, are not used 
to examining texts and their meanings and ef-
fects closely.  The fact that sometimes students 
admit, when I go over with them what the forces 
are that may work against us, that they are afraid 
of being wrong, itself may suggest that they have 
not been much accustomed to the exchange 
and assessment of one another’s ideas in the 
classroom – the neutral to and fro of reasoned 
argument, which can appear to them instead like 
painful personal cuts and thrusts. They have of-
ten in fact explicitly stated that this way of dis-
cussing literature is a new − and at first daunting 
− way of thinking about literature. 

In conclusion, first, my students here have 
studied considerably less literature in Finnish 
schools, and especially poetry, than their coun-
terparts in English lessons in the UK. I am refer-
ring here mainly to Finnish Yläkoulu at Grades 
7−9 and to some extent to Lukio, Grades 10−12, 
that, respectively, correspond broadly to Middle 
or High schools in the UK i.e. up to GCSE Key 
Stage 4 at age 16, and to Sixth Form up to 18.   

Second, school students in Finland are less 
familiar with those ‘critical tools’, and are less 
accustomed to literary critical discussion that 
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makes use of them. They tend not to be accus-
tomed to the process of assessing the merits of 
one another’s responses through a rigorous fo-
cus on the evidence of close reading of the text. 
So as well as being given a lesser amount of lit-
erature in classes here, the type of study of it is 
different. 

Of course, one would not expect that two 
different countries and cultural including liter-
ary traditions would have the same approach to 
the study of literature in schools. None the less 
there are of course many shared goals related to 
the study of literature, and I think the approach 
to literature teaching and learning that I am rec-
ommending not only fits into the existing core 
curricula here, but can fulfil some of the stated 
objectives even more effectively than existing 
prac tices do. For example the National Core Cur-
riculum for Basic Education 2014 states:

Objectives related to the learning en-
vironments and working methods of 
mother tongue and literature in grades 
7−9

Working methods are selected to strength-
en the pupils’ command of strategies 
for reading comprehension and to allow 
them to develop more fluent processes of 
text production. (15.4.1)

Developing more effective working methods to 
strengthen the pupils’ command of strategies for 
reading comprehension is precisely what I am 
advocating here. And there are other stated ob-
jectives that what I am advocating is in line with.

In December 2019 I gave a questionnaire to 
that semester’s teaching group. Their responses 
broadly confirmed what I have found from my 
experience, that literature could have a bigger 
role, that there could be more variety including in 

particular poetry, and more actual study of liter-
ature. They added that there could me more use 
of literature in second language teaching, and 
that there could be more continuity in the study 
of literature between Yläkoulu and Lukio. 

Literature in the Classroom
If you were not provided with properly guided 
study at school, it is not easy to give it to your 
own students. The trainee teachers in my ‘Liter-
ature in the classroom’ course that I created two 
years ago to help to overcome that problem are 
all aware of frustrated potential in their literary 
interest and are strongly motivated and recep-
tive. The course aims to develop that interest at 
the same time as they explore ways of sharing 
enthusiasms with future students by creating fo-
cused and inspiring work. 

The right kind of guidance combined with 
motivation and receptivity can transform under-
standing of literature remarkably quickly. Early 
on I share some of my own interest and enthu-
siasm via closely examining one or two short lit-
erary masterpieces and engage my students in 
focused conversation.

They regularly bring their own texts and reg-
ularly discuss how they can be made use of in 
teaching situations to develop focused disci-
plined thinking. The creative focus of these dis-
cussions invariably produces more ideas than 
most individuals would manage on their own, 
and helps them to become more adept at creat-
ing productive approaches.

Further, there is a noticeable collective ca-
maraderie which stems from shared commit-
ment to literature and teaching, shared unful-
filled potential, and the shared responsibility and 
challenge of their future in the classroom. Shar-
ing experiences, interests, enthusiasms, frus-
trations, fears, doubts, uncertainties, ambitions 
and hopes leads to the growth of trust, respect 
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and support, generating a powerfully positive at-
mosphere, full of the energy of common purpose, 
helping them to develop and flourish. 

The books to support the process are per-
ceptive, inspiring and practical – and importantly 
short, as there is as much emphasis as possible 
on the practical. In fact the course as a whole 
is more work-focused that work-related. The poet 
Ted Hughes’ Poetry in the Making (1979) provides 
expert guidance on how to get children to write, 
and Jill Pirrie’s Apple Fire (1993) is an anthology 
of poems by her own pupils at Halesworth Middle 
School. Those two books show what is possible. 
Her On Common Ground (1994) and Paddy Cre-
ber’s Thinking Through English (1990) provide a 
wealth of information about how to connect with 
children in class and different ways of generating 
focused thinking. Instead of English, Finnish or 
other mother tongues could be substituted.

During the 12 weeks of the course they pro-
duce two ‘schemes of work’. They design with 
careful focus and in considerable detail practical 
usable lessons plans for individual lessons and 
also longer work that is usually theme-based.  
They do this working together in small groups.  
Their schemes have to conform to the National 
Core Curriculum for a grade level that they expect 
to be teaching, and relevant matters such as 
multiliteracy are taken into account and included 
as they consider appropriate. The creative range 
and quality of focus of work they produce is often 
very impressive, and bears eloquent testimony 
to their ability and commitment − and how they 
have expanded during the course. The other for-
mal requirement is to produce a substantial es-
say answering the question Why study literature? 
which requires them to articulate the theoretical 
rationale for what they are doing, and they pro-
duce many reasons that show their insights and 
passionate convictions. Not only do they need to 
be clear in their own minds about why the study 

of literature is important, but the reasons need 
to be at hand in their careers. And there are likely 
to be times in the world at large when they need 
to be able to justify it persuasively. Some second-
ary material on the rationale for the teaching lit-
erature is provided but it is important that their 
own convictions are at the core here too. 

In his poem ‘Thrushes’, Ted Hughes contrasts 
the bullet and automatic purpose of the thrush 
with the need for human beings, except for rare 
geniuses, to have to strive hard to concentrate 
on achieving something and to ignore the dis-
tracting devils, those forces that work against 
focused concentration.  Today there are so many 
distractions for everyone including school pupils, 
and not least the distractions of that ubiquitous 
and addictive tyrant the mobile phone, and the 
hypnotic power of social media. Teachers need 
to have strategies for dealing with these live is-
sues, so we identify the various forces that work 
against what they will be trying to achieve and 
consider practical strategies for countering them. 

Trainee and working teachers
Students were presented with little or no poetry 
in their Finnish lessons at school. I maintain that 
this matters because poetry, being the most con-
centrated form of verbal expression, is a uniquely 
useful resource for developing critical thinking. It 
presents the most complex and rewarding chal-
lenges for discussion about form and meaning. 
Kalevala is there, but devising varieties of verse 
suitable for use at different school levels could 
be considered, including the flexibility afforded 
today by multiliteracy, so for example appropri-
ate music lyrics could be included. Further, ex-
panding the use of literature in second language 
teaching could be considered. Overall, more liter-
ature in general could be studied.

If there is to be a more focused use of liter-
ature for developing thinking through literature, 
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training will be required, and in teacher training 
departments. In order to transform practices, 
sufficient resources will need to be allocated. 
But short duly focused training courses of two 
days or even one could make a valuable differ-
ence. There are already training days for working 
school teachers that could be used for develop-
ing this important area. Online courses involving 
students and their teachers could be convenient 
and effective – but they will have to be created. 
However, there can be no effective substitute for 
that guided close reading together in classrooms 
that generate the discipline of the focused inter-
action that develops thinking. That is what our 
students most need in literature classes in their 
schools. 

One additional remark. It ought to be clear 
from the kind of study that I am advocating that 

it is empirical practical criticism − analysis, dis-
cussion − based on the evidence of the text. So a 
body of theory about Finnish verse is not needed  
for disciplined critical thinking to take place. And 
even if there were one, it would be a bad idea to 
use it prior to Lukio to interpose it between the 
students and their responses. 

Though I will be retiring from the University I 
will be continuing to seek ways to promote suc-
cessful guided study of literature in the class-
room. I would gladly discuss ways of helping 
individuals or organisation to develop teaching 
practices.
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