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Abstract 

Literary appreciation is the ability to understand patterns of literature and literary devices, 

for example symbols and characterization in a text, as well as appreciate the text as a form 

of art. Without literary appreciation, students will most likely struggle to their reading 

comprehension and literary repertories, which will make it hard to become competent 

readers of literature. This essay argues that film adaptations can be used as a multimodal 

aid in the English Language Classroom in order to help students develop their literary 

appreciation. The essay claims that students should be able to interpret a professional 

evocation of the story by employing their multiliteracies. By comparing how the literary 

devices are used in the print literature and in a film adaptation, such as The Great Gatsby, 

students can transfer their multiliteracies from the film adaptation when they are reading 

the story in the print literature. By studying and using a professional interpretation of the 

print literature through a different medium that students are more proficient in deciphering, 

they can use it in their own personal evocation of the story when they are reading the print 

literature.  
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1. Introduction 

There can be no question that the world has experienced some major changes in the 

twentieth and twenty-first centuries in regards to technology. We have today at our 

fingertips the possibility of accessing digital copies of almost any book or film by pressing 

a few buttons on our computer or phone. The digital age, where most people in Sweden 

have access to phones and computers, affect our entire way of living. With this new 

technology, Wolf Werner argues in “A Defense of (the Study of) Literature,” literature is 

being displaced from its prominent position in people’s lives as the most common pastime 

and hobby and replaced by television and films (56). These new inventions present both 

opportunities and challenges in equal measures. Students can more easily access 

information and, through globalization and the internet, connect to people from all over 

the world. However, change is also accompanied by a decreasing familiarity with written 

communication According to PISA, a test conducted every three years over big parts of 

the world measuring students’ skills in reading, mathematics and science, Swedish 

students’ reading comprehension skills have been in decline since 2006 (Augustin). This 

trend was broken in the results for 2015, showing for the first time students in Sweden 

performing above average when it came to reading (OECD). This new result is a positive 

and welcome change, but it is important to keep building to improve students reading 

skills to continue to the rising trend.  

The Swedish National Agency for Education states in the steering document for 

Swedish education, Gy11, that the courses English 5, 6 and 7 should allow the students 

the opportunity to be exposed to literature in various forms (English, 3-11). Literature is 

incorporated in all three courses of the English subject as one of the topics to be covered 

under the receptive skills. Moreover, the changing world that the students are living in is 

expressed in English 6 where it is stated students should work with “themes, ideas, form 

and content in film and literature; authors and literary periods” (English, 7). While not 

explicitly mentioned in Gy11, the ability to recognize and understand how literary devices 

such as symbols and characterization can be connected to literary appreciation. Literary 

appreciation refers to the ability to gain a working understanding of the literary devices in 

a text, as well as appreciation of the literary work form (Early, 161). Furthermore, the 

definition of the nature of the literature to be covered in the classroom is vague; students 

are to work with fiction as well as other forms of literature. Determining what type of 

literature to expose to students is up to the teachers. This vagueness allows teachers a 
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larger freedom in designing their lesson plans in relation to the needs of their students. 

Moreover, coupled with the goal in Gy11 under communication to work with “themes, 

motifs, form and content in film and fiction,” to teach through film as well as fiction, 

multimodal teaching is becoming more relevant (English, 7). Multimodal teaching refers 

to using more than one medium to communicate meaning, for example using music and 

images, both of which are essential components in films. 

However, when films become more integrated into the language classroom and as 

multimodal teaching becomes more widespread, the question of why and how to teach films 

becomes central. Since Gy11 links film together with literature, one might naturally arrive 

at the idea of teachers using film adaptations in their teaching. Film adaptations would allow 

teachers to combine literature and film in the classroom and justify the use of both mediums 

by encouraging students to compare the difference between a professional performance, 

meaning the the film adaptation, to their own evocation of essentially the same story in their 

own reading of the print literature. The term evocation is used in this essay in the sense of 

Louise Rosenblatt’s interpretation of the word in The Reader, the Text, the Poem, published 

in 1994, where she uses it to explain how a reader creates and interprets the story in a text 

based on their own past reading experiences. A reader, when evoking a text, is a performer, 

creating the story from a text much like “a pianist perform[ing] a sonata” (28-29, 69-70). 

When discussing evocation and reading as a performance, one may speak both of the 

personal evocation and performance of a reader and a professional performance of an 

interpretation of the story by actors and directors in a film adaptation.  

As Gy11 has included the use of film in the classroom as part of the core content, 

the question of how film adaptations can be used in an English as a Second Language(ESL) 

classroom to teach canonical literature can be raised. Specifically, teachers must ask 

themselves what the benefits and dangers of using film adaptations in the classroom are, 

and what the motivation for using them is. The questions are relevant in order to justify the 

use of films in the classroom both to teachers and the students. The questions are also vital 

in order to conduct a successful lesson in the classroom while being aware of the learning 

potential, as well as the possible obstacles and problems that the students may encounter 

during their learning process. The technology that students are surrounded by and using 

today is relatively new and constantly changing, and for many teachers this type of 

multimodal teaching has not been part of their training. While many teachers may 

understandably feel anxious about using films in the classroom, there is much to be gained 

by it. 
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At the same time as teachers have watched as the reading comprehension among 

students has decreased, they have also seen other literacies in the classroom form− 

multiliteracies. Multiliteracies are connected to multimodal teaching, referring to teaching 

that shows students how one could use more than one medium to communicate. Students 

today are rapidly developing their ability to understand and read films outside the 

classroom. With this new form of literacy in the classroom, currently underutilized, the 

question is if multimodal aids such as film adaptations of canonical literature can help 

students gain literary appreciation and better understand literature? Considering that Gy11 

lists using films in the classroom, the question of how they can be used, and why they 

should be used, becomes paramount to all teachers. Furthermore, it also is a question 

worth investigating if film adaptations of novels can help students develop their literary 

appreciation. Without students with some sense of literary appreciation in the classroom, 

teachers will be hard-pressed to motivate students to read. This in turn could perhaps 

hinder students from developing their understanding of literary devices such as motifs and 

themes, which is part of the Gy11 core content for English 6 (3).  

If it is true that students are more familiar with film than literature, I argue that 

fulfilling the Gy11 goal of using film in the classroom would give students an opportunity 

to interact with canonical literature through a medium they are more competent in 

comprehending. Teaching literature together with film would also benefit the students’ 

understanding of the story as they have a more developed repertoire for films than 

literature.  The argument for this essay is that students would be able to transfer some of 

their multiliteracies to the literary work they are reading. By transferring this competency 

to a different medium, in this case print literature, students are able to overcome the 

competency barrier that prevents students from enjoying and fully engaging with print 

literature. As students are expected to become competent readers of literature according to 

the aims of English in Gy11, able to identify literary devices and so on in English 6, 

engagement with literature becomes the first step towards reaching that goal. Without 

literary engagement and appreciation, students will struggle to expand their repertoire 

sufficiently to reach a level of comprehension where they are able to understand how 

literary devices operate in a literary work. 

To illustrate the main points of teaching canonical literature through multimodal 

means in the ESL classroom, I offer a lesson plan to demonstrate the potential learning 

opportunities for teaching The Great Gatsby by F. Scott Fitzgerald through film. The 

Great Gatsby, first published in 1925, is an example of American modernism and 
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considered by many to be one of the great American novels. The selection of the novel 

was based on its position as a canonical work of fiction, as well as its 2013 film adaptation 

by the same name, directed by Buz Luhrman. The film adaptation is from the twenty-first 

century, placing it closer in time to the students, and does not deviate a lot from the print 

literature in terms of plot, making it easier to compare how literary devices are used in 

both mediums.  

 

2. Background 

2.1 The Canon in Gy11 

In English 6, “contemporary and older fiction” is specifically identified as a core content. 

A teacher might wonder what is meant by the phrase “older fiction.” A plausible 

interpretation might be to teach what is known as the canon. In Teaching Literature to 

Adolescence, Richard Beach, Deborah Appleman, Susan Hynds, and Jeffrey Wilhelm 

define the literary canon as a term to describe a group of literary works considered to be 

particularly worthy of praise and that touch on subjects which are considered timeless (64-

65). Choosing canonical works of fiction might therefore be the logical choice when asked 

to teach “older” works of fiction to students in English 6. However, the challenge of 

teaching the canon, might be that they are, as earlier stated, older works written to 

describe worlds and societies we may today struggle to understand. 

According to literary theorist Robert Alter in Pleasure and Change: The 

Aesthetics of Canon, published in 1989, there is also an ongoing discussion in the 

academic world about what literature should be included in the canon and the political 

undertones which may or may not factor in during the processes of establishing a canon 

(3). One could argue that the consequences of the construction of the canon in fiction is 

relevant for all teachers, who should be aware of the cultural significance in the choices 

that are made in the selection. While the presence of political undertones in the canon is 

important to teachers to be aware of, this aspect of the selection is not the focus of this 

essay. Rather, the focus is exploring the practical question of how to teach the literature so 

that students might understand canonical works with the help of multimodal aids. Despite 

the differing opinions surrounding the issue of what works of literature are to be included 

in the canon, it could certainly be argued that the majority of works in what is commonly 

recognized as the English canon are generally valued by readers and considered worthy of 

praise. Admittedly, the canon is not necessarily a good choice for all teachers to use in the 
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classroom. Some books may not be included in the canon but still be generally considered 

praiseworthy, while other books considered to be part of the canon may not be suitable to 

use in the classroom. However, the canon is a viable source of older fiction that, combined 

with teachers’ judgement, can be used to teach older fiction in the classroom.   

While there are plenty of previous arguments for why teachers should still teach 

literature in ESL classrooms, the question of teaching the canon is more fluid and less 

present in the discussion around literature versus films. The canon is constantly evolving 

and changing, with literary works being added and removed over time. Beach et al. argue 

that the inherent value of the canon alone is enough to warrant teaching it in school, where 

students evaluate and engage with canonical fiction for themselves, reaching their own 

conclusions about the literature in question (64). Teachers could choose to teach the canon 

in the classroom, and many would argue strongly that they should. It is important 

however, to remember that the literary works in the canon depict times that differ from the 

present and can therefore seem foreign to a student reading. According to the aims of the 

English subject in Gy11, students should be given the chance to develop their “ability to 

discuss and reflect on living conditions, social issues and cultural features in different 

contexts and parts of the world where English is used” (English, 2). It is important that 

teachers set aside time in the classroom to do so. Without an understanding of the 

historical and cultural background of the canon, students will perhaps struggle to 

understand what they are reading. 

 

2.2 Literary Appreciation and Engagement 

Before the question of how to teach literature with film adaptations in an ESL classroom 

can be raised, a related question must be addressed first— namely why literature, and by 

extension canonical works of fiction, should be taught in schools at all. The benefits of 

reading for pleasure have been studied closely. In 2012, the Department for Education in 

England conducted an investigation entitled Research Evidence on Reading for Pleasure, 

which studied how reading for pleasure affected children and teenagers. The study showed 

that children and young adults who read for pleasure increase their vocabulary and 

grammar. It also proved to have a positive impact on children’s development in terms of 

character and emotional consequences. Reading for pleasure also proved to have a bigger 

impact on the student than their family’s socio-economical background (3-6). The 

importance of literature in children and young adults’ development is further discussed in 

Notice and Note: Strategies for Close Reading, where the authors Kylene Beers and 
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Robert E. Probst discuss how our thinking process can be developed through stories. The 

authors summarize research indicating that while logical thinking, especially deductive 

reasoning, is highly valued in society today, narrative fiction is a cornerstone of children’s 

development. The authors argue that narrative fiction gives children as well as young 

adults the opportunity to explore and gain an understanding of the world through stories 

(16-18). Another benefit from reading is that the exploration of multiple perspectives 

through literature can help to cultivate the reader’s narrative imagination.  

The term “narrative imagination”, developed by Martha Nussbaum in her book 

Cultivating Humanity: A Classical Defense of Reform in Liberal Education published in 

1998, refers to how readers cultivate their ability to sympathize with other people and 

recognize their perspectives by following their stories (87-90). The ability to cultivate an 

understanding of other perspectives and empathy for other people can be tied to the 

democratic mission of the Swedish school. The aim of Swedish schools in Gy11 states 

that students should be encouraged to cultivate understanding and empathy so that school 

becomes a “cultural meeting place” (Curriculum, 4). Without empathy and the ability to 

perceive other people’s point-of-view, it is not possible to practice feeling empathy 

towards mankind, which is why it is important for students to develop their narrative 

imagination. 

Teaching English with the aim of developing literary appreciation in upper-

secondary level can be supported with reference to the developmental stage students are 

entering during this period of time. In his book Becoming a Reader: The Experience of 

Fiction from Childhood to Adulthood, Joseph A. Appleyard summarizes research findings 

that indicate adolescence as the phase where humans become aware of the subjective 

nature of their world and develop their ability to understand multiple points of view(96-

97). However, in upper-secondary school it is not enough to be able to enjoy literature; 

one must also understand and critically examine it. In the English subject syllabus, there 

are several references to how students are to achieve this goal and become able readers. 

Under the heading of reception in English 5, students should be able to “…evaluat[e] 

texts” as well as understand “how words and phrases in oral and written communications 

create structure and context by clarifying introduction, causal connection, time aspects, 

and conclusions.” (English, 3). Although this goal does not explicitly refer to literature, 

the phrase “written communications” can arguably be applied to literature, which is 

supported by the reference to recognizing patterns of a written text, which in turn could be 

tied to literary genres.  Applying the goals of Gy11 to literary appreciation, one could say 
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that students should be able to comprehend how literature works and how literary qualities 

and devices work together to achieve certain effects. Several literary devices in literature 

such as theme, motifs, narration and so on are listed in the core content of Gy11.  

However, the Gy11 lacks any mention of how students are supposed to develop their 

knowledge of literary effects and devices. In order for students to develop an 

understanding of literature it becomes necessary for them to be motivated in their own 

reading in order to build up their knowledge of literature. The development of students’ 

“understanding of spoken and written English, and … ability to interpret content” is cited 

as an aim for teaching English in Gy11 (English, 2). However, for students to reach 

comprehension of written texts and become capable of interpreting and analyzing literary 

works, literary appreciation is needed.  

What does literary appreciation mean? Appreciation itself is defined by 

Merriam-Webster as “approval and liking,” as well as “the knowledge gained from the 

process of coming to know or understand something.” In the 1960 article “Stages of 

Growth in Literary Appreciation,” Margaret J. Early describes literary appreciation as the 

understanding, as well as enjoyment of the art of literature, especially the comprehension 

of the patterns of a literary genre. It is achieved “when [the reader] perceives the work of 

art before him and understands that it is literature” (161). Early describes the road to 

literary appreciation through a series of stages, beginning with “unconscious enjoyment,” 

where a reader gains pleasure instinctively from reading.  The first stage requires few 

interpretative skills from the reader.  From there, the reader moves towards “self-

conscious appreciation,” where developing readers become aware of their appreciation 

and develop a willingness to apply themselves to reach enjoyment, interacting with the 

text as well as challenging and questioning it. Finally, the reader reaches the final stage, 

“conscious delight,” where the reader has developed a sufficiently expansive knowledge 

of literature as an art form to recognize what parts they derive enjoyment from and why 

(161-166). 

For the purpose of clarity, it becomes essential to distinguish between the terms 

“literary engagement” and “literary appreciation” since both are used in the essay. To 

fully understand how both engagement and appreciation are related to reading, one must 

consider Rosenblatt’s theory of aesthetic reading. Rosenblatt maintains there are two 

different ways a reader may interact with literature, called aesthetic and efferent reading. 

Efferent reading focuses mainly on reading to acquire knowledge. The manner of 

expression is not as relevant as what is said. Aesthetic reading, on the other hand, is more 
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concerned with appreciating the language while reading, as opposed to reading to acquire 

specific information, and the reader is much more aware of the connotations and 

associations of the words. During reading with an aesthetic aim, the word choices and 

literary journey of reading and evoking a story becomes central to the reader, rather than 

finding information in the text. However, since readers are also individuals, the reading 

experience will differ somewhat for each reader depending on their personal connotations 

and previous experiences. It is also important however, to note the connection between 

efferent and aesthetic reading. Rosenblatt maintains that they are not opposed to each 

other, but rather that readers move on “a continuum between the two stances.” There is 

not one way to read literature; rather both aesthetic and efferent reading are present in our 

transactions with literature (22-28, 52-53, 184-85).  

Literary engagement and literary appreciation are both closely connected to 

aesthetic reading. A reader can be engaged in the story without being aware of what draws 

them in or how the literary work is presented. A reader who recognizes the different 

literary devices of the literature and what effects it has on its reader can therefore 

appreciate the literature. The reader moves between these two states of mind− being 

enthralled with the story before them and using their past experience with literature to 

understand and appreciate the art form on a critical level− when reading with an aesthetic 

perspective. To summarize, both literary appreciation and engagement are involved in 

reading a text from an aesthetic perspective, but for different purposes. Without 

engagement, students will most likely struggle to develop their reading skills and literary 

appreciation. Without deriving a sense of enjoyment or understanding of what they are 

reading, students are not likely to develop reading habits outside of school. This lack of 

reading habits can in turn be argued to be an obstacle to teachers who wish to expose 

students to classic literature. The students would most likely struggle to understand and 

appreciate English literature written some time ago, as well as requiring higher levels of 

understanding than the students are used to when reading. Literary engagement as well as 

some level of literary appreciation are paramount to ensure that students do not lose 

motivation during the reading experience. 

 

2.3 Repertoires and Multiliteracies in the Classroom 

If one examines Early’s description of the stages of literary appreciation, the road to 

acquiring appreciation skills could be said to be built on students’ growing ability to 
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recognize repertoires in the text. In Teaching English Literature 16-19, Carol Atherton 

defines the term “repertoire” as the pre-existing knowledge a reader possesses and 

employs to derive meaning while reading. All literature is written within the rules and 

patterns of a genre, and a reader is tasked to derive both the explicit and implicit meaning 

of the text while reading to understand the plot but also the theme of a story (chapter 3). 

Atherton is drawing on Kathleen McCormick’s definition of the term “repertoire” in The 

Culture of Reading and the Teaching of English, published in 1994, which maintains that 

a repertoire is “the particular subset of discourses… which the text draws on that allows it 

to be written” (70). Furthermore, McCormick divides the reader’s repertoire into the 

subgroups “filmic literacy” and “literary literacy.” Filmic literacy is concerned with how 

one can analyze and discuss the particular discourses that exists within the medium of 

films, while literary literacy exists in the “literary form, plot, characterization, metrical 

pattern, etc.” within a text (70). McCormick also mentions a third subgroup called 

“general repertoire,” referring to the current moral and religious ideology and so on 

existing in society. She furthermore calls attention to a text’s repertoire being something 

dynamic and changeable over time as social conventions and the general repertoire change 

(70-71). McCormick’s theory suggests that students must employ different types of 

literacies depending on whether they are engaging with literature or films. By comparison, 

Rosenblatt maintains that a reader is engaged in a transaction with the text, where the 

reader’s own experiences and repertoire interact with the stimuli provided by the text to 

create meaning. The reader is identifying the symbols, which he or she accomplishes 

through their cognitive framework, constructed from past reading experiences (54). The 

idea of students equipped with literacies for other types of communication— for example 

reading films— leads to the question of whether a teacher can somehow encourage 

students to transfer this competency to literary works. To answer the question, one may 

turn to multimodal communication and multiliteracies. 

When it comes to how literature should be taught in schools today, there is 

consensus that the changing world around us has created a necessity to reflect over the 

changing needs of the students. Mike Baynham and Mastin Prinsloo, in the chapter 

“Introduction: The Future of Literacy Studies” from the book The Future of Literacy 

Studies, discuss and explore the term multimodal communication and how it relates to 

literacy in today’s society. The authors refer to an argument among researchers suggesting 

that multiple literacies exist in the communication around us. The theory explains that, 

when we communicate, we are seldom limited to only one medium, but rather employ 
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several sensory mediums to communicate meaning, making most communication 

multimodal (5). While literature relies solely on the written word to communicate with its 

reader, film adaptations have the advantage of multimodal communication with their 

audience. However, understanding the art of films is no less complicated and complex 

than reading print literature, and the audience has to interpret the multimodal 

communication presented to them as they watch.  

The complexity of understanding and using film adaptations in the classroom is 

examined in “Literature into Film (and Back Again): Another Look at an Old Dog,” where 

the author John Golden stresses the importance of teaching students the literary, 

cinematic, and theatrical elements of film. Golden describes cinematic effects as the 

viewpoint for the audience; in other words, the placement and movement of the camera. 

Then there are theatrical effects, which are created by the actors themselves, from the 

costumes and acting choices made by them or the setting created around them through 

lights and props. Finally, there are the literary elements within the film such as theme, 

characterization and so forth. Golden observes that he has encountered students who have 

been unable to analyze literature in terms of characterization, but have been able to 

analyze the characterization while watching films (25). With all of this in mind, it could 

perhaps be proposed that students should find understanding film adaptations no easier 

task than reading print literature. However, the key difference can be argued to be how 

familiar the students are with the two mediums.  

Multiliteracies are closely connected to the term multimodal, referring to 

communication expressed through more than one medium. With today’s technology, we 

are rapidly expanding the way we communicate to include more than text and speech, 

using sound, images and so on to convey meaning, thus developing multiliteracies. 

According to Kathy A. Mills in Multiliteracies: Interrogating Competing Discourses, the 

term was created by the New London Group, which argues that the term includes 

“multimodal textual practices – combining linguistic, visual, audio, gestural and spatial 

modes” (104). For the purpose of this essay, the term multiliteracies can be used to 

describe the way students become competent readers of films. Their repertoire concerning 

this medium can reasonably be assumed to be quite extensive if, as Wolf’s claims, 

watching films is students’ primary pastime. 
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2.4 Interpreting Films and Literature in the Classroom 

When a reader is engaged with a text, they are invariably interpreting the content based on 

their own repertoire and past experiences. Film adaptations are another form of 

interpretation, based on the original work of literature. Allowing students to experience 

more than one interpretation of a written text or story could be beneficial in order to 

expose students to more than one viewpoint. In Critical Encounters in High School 

English: Teaching Literary Theory to Adolescents, Deborah Appleman maintains that 

teaching there is only one possible interpretation of literature can be detrimental to the 

students’ learning process. Instead teachers should strive to present several interpretations 

when teaching literature. The motivation for doing so, Appleman argues, is to enhance the 

students’ ability to think critically and grasp more complex viewpoints about literary 

meaning and, by extension, about their own world (9). Appleman’s argument about 

teaching students more than one perspective leads to the benefits of film adaptations, 

which are inherently interpretations of the literature they are based on. As Golden argues, 

film adaptations work with different tools to convey meaning than literature does. By 

combining the reading of a literary work with film adaptations in the classroom, students 

are able to experience the same story expressed through two different mediums. They will 

have both their own the personal reading evocation of the story as well as a professional 

one in the film adaptation to help them gain a deeper understanding of the story.  

Given the amount of time students spend watching TV-series and films versus 

reading, they are as stated above more likely to have developed filmic appreciation than 

literary appreciation. Students are more likely to have acquired multiliteracies and a filmic 

repertoire as opposed to a literary appreciation and repertoire. Students who have a more 

developed understanding of films can find it useful to experience two different 

performances of the literature, their own personal evocation of the story and the 

professional performance created by actors and directors in a film adaptation. Students 

with a less developed literary appreciation and repertoire will most likely struggle with 

how to imagine the story as they are reading, which may discourage students from trying. 

They might therefore find the pressure of having to visualize the characters and setting 

lessening by receiving an interpretation of the story through the multimodal framework 

they are more competent in reading.  

There are several reasons why students may be discouraged from reading. 

Appleyard writes that adolescents are in the process of maturing into adults, but are prone 

to self-doubt and afraid of appearing foolish (98). Taking this into consideration, as well 



 

14 

 

as the previous PISA results for Swedish, which have indicated students’ decreasing 

reading skills, coupled with Wolf’s claims about films replacing print literature in 

people’s life, it is possible students’ inexperience when it comes to reading on a higher 

level creates a fear of failure. However, there are more obstacles connected to reading, 

especially if the literature is older fiction. When reading older literature, the primary 

barrier could arguably be the time passed between the publication of the literature and the 

point where a modern reader picks up the text. Social conventions might have altered 

significantly, certain features such as riding a horse and carriage could no longer be 

relevant to the reader, and the written language can be somewhat foreign to the students.  

By introducing film adaptations to the students, teachers may remove much of 

these obstacles. Film adaptations are interpretations of the original work of literature, and 

by their nature cannot be exactly the same as the original. Rosenblatt argues that the 

original text in turn is built up by the reader, which might create slightly different 

evocations depending on the reader’s past reading experiences (70). It is also worth noting 

that the two mediums have different means available to them to communicate with their 

intended audiences. Furthermore, the language can be updated to be understandable to the 

viewers from the twenty-first century. The viewer who might struggle to visualize while 

reading is given one visual interpretation of the setting and characters to lean on and use 

in their own evocation while they are reading.  

There are obstacles as well as learning potential in both film and print literature. 

Wolf maintains that, while interpreting stories can be achieved through both literature and 

film, there are obstacles to be addressed within the two different types of mediums. One 

advantage with films, Wolf stresses, is the degree to which the viewers can lose 

themselves in the story. Films allow the viewers to become completely immersed in the 

fictional reality presented to them, an experience that literature, due to the active 

participation it requires of the reader, cannot replicate to the same extent without a skilled 

reader. However, Wolf also warns that a society concerned only with films and that 

discards literature, runs the danger of “allow[ing] illusions to become delusions, by 

forcing recipients to totally immerse themselves” (75). The author claims that both 

mediums, literature and films, rely heavily on language to communicate the narration, 

there are obstacles for films that do not exist in the same way for literature. While film as 

well as literature can, for example, communicate a shift in time with relative ease, films 

are crippled when it comes to expressing complex concepts, ideas and thoughts. The 

reason for this, Wolf argues, is the limited space allowed for dialogue compared to 



 

15 

 

literature, which only communicates with the reader through language as opposed to 

films, which can use for example cinematic effects to express meaning (64-77). Wolf’s 

concerns are valid, and must be taken into consideration by teachers who wish to use film 

adaptations in the classroom. However, it is important to remember that the aim of using 

film adaptations to teach literature is to encourage students to become more proficient 

readers by employing their multiliteracies. The aim is not for students to become even 

more proficient readers of films. While film adaptations can be problematic and pose 

challenges such as limited language use and inner thought processes, they can be used to 

help students read literature through this more familiar medium, helping them better gain 

a deeper appreciation of the literature. 

 

3. Discussion 

A lesson plan is here presented as an example in order to illustrate the learning potential 

of using film adaptations in combination with print literature. The literature chosen for the 

lesson plan is The Great Gatsby, written by F. Scott Fitzgerald in 1925. The theme of the 

novel, set in the 1920’s, is the American dream, and its corruption (Hart and Leininger). 

When selecting the literature for the lesson, my main criterion was for it to be part of the 

canon. Beach et al. list The Great Gatsby as one of the most taught canonical works of 

fiction in the English classroom (63). Furthermore, there also has to be a film adaptation 

of this particular work of literature. In the case of The Great Gatsby, there are several 

adaptations spanning over several decades. The film adaptation chosen for the lesson plan 

was released by Warner Bros. Pictures in 2013 and directed by Baz Luhrmann. The main 

argument for choosing this particular adaptation of The Great Gatsby is that it lies closer 

in time to the present, creating less of a cultural barrier for the students to overcome than 

the older adaptation from 1974 for instance. The 2013 adaptation also follows the book’s 

plotline quite closely, but adds modern music to the soundtrack. 

The Great Gatsby tells the story of Nick Caraway and the mysterious Gatsby. 

The narrator, Nick Carraway, comes to live in New York in the summer of 1922 and finds 

himself living next to Jay Gatsby, who throws extravagant parties but no one has ever 

seen him. The enigmatic past of Gatsby is a topic for much of the story. As the story 

progresses, it is revealed that Gatsby is in love with Nick’s cousin Daisy. Daisy, who 

knew Gatsby before the war, went on to marry Tom Buchanan. Gatsby tries, but 

ultimately fails, to get Daisy to leave her husband for him. The messy love triangle is 
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further complicated by Tom’s mistress, whom Daisy kills in a car accident. The mistress’ 

husband George Wilson mistakenly identifies Gatsby as the culprit and kills him (Oxford 

Companion to American Literature).  

There are several reasons which suggests that the novel might be appealing to 

upper-secondary students to read. One reason can be that the story is relatively short. 

Students could be positive towards reading the novel, imagining that it would take little 

time to read. However, as the story is layered with symbolic meaning and the style 

intricate, students can benefit from an introduction of the novel that prepares them for the 

complexity of the text. Furthermore, it is possible that the students appreciate the story 

itself; The Great Gatsby explores drinking and parties during a time of the Prohibition and 

tragic love affairs, which could hold some interest for the students. Appleman’s claim that 

youths are searching for identity and becoming aware of more complex viewpoints than 

previously may prove helpful in teaching the novel, which is concerned with the morality 

of the time. 

 

3.1 The Lesson Plan 

The lesson, which has been based on the suggestions provided by Golden in his article, 

would begin by introducing the time period to the students so that they would familiarize 

themselves with the norms and historical background of the novel. This could include 

showing authentic pictures from the 1920’s in the U.S or giving a short presentation of the 

social conventions at the time. It would be important that the students were made aware of 

the concept of the so called roaring 20’s, why it was called “roaring”, and the economic 

recession that followed. The reason for this would be to fully comprehend the historic 

setting and theme of The Great Gatsby. Following the introduction, the students would be 

given a list of literary terms, such as theme, motifs, setting and so on, along with the 

explanations and definitions of these terms, following Golden’s recommendations for 

lesson planning. A list of cinematic effects and what they mean could also be provided to 

the students (25-27). This would give the student the chance to develop their 

understanding of literary, theatrical, and cinematic terminology, which would give them 

the tools to discuss the literature that they will read and watch. Students who have had 

limited experience of literature in the past can be helped by receiving terms to lean on 

while discussing the story. The list would also help the students to actively consider and 

pay attention to the terms while reading and watching instead of relying solely on their 

own experience in their analysis. The exercise may be concluded in a written or oral 
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presentation of the students’ findings, depending on what the teacher feels will be most 

suitable to their course plan. 

There are both benefits and problems depending on the medium through which 

the students will first experience the story of The Great Gatsby first. If the students read 

the book first, they could struggle to fully comprehend what they are reading. Their lack 

of reading experience may prevent the students from becoming engaged in their reading. 

On the other hand, allowing the students to watch the film adaptation first might cause 

them to find reading the novel afterwards boring or uninteresting by contrast, having 

already had the plot presented to them and now being asked to create their own evocation 

of the same story. There are inherent dangers in both approaches, given the students’ 

potential lack of experience with literary appreciation as well as the possibility that 

students will prefer to rely on their multiliteracies and multimodal communication. 

Therefore, I argue that the best approach to teach students to close read scenes and reach 

literary appreciation would be to watch the film adaptation first. In doing so, the students 

would already be familiar with the story and be able to read the same story in a different 

medium, allowing more space for the student to identify the differences and similarities 

between the mediums, as well as noticing the literary devices at play in the written text.  

If one of the primary obstacles to reading and understanding the canon is the 

time lapse between when the book was first published and the present time, students may 

be aided by having the plot presented to them through a medium they are more competent 

in understanding first, before moving on to print literature. The changes in language since 

the publication in The Great Gatsby might cause the students to perceive the language as 

overly complex and therefore discourage those who are unaccustomed to reading, which 

would defeat the purpose of using film adaptations to teach literature. Of course, the case 

could also be made for the class to read the book and watch the movie simultaneously, 

watching certain parts after having read them or vice versa. However, due to the time 

lapse that would occur in between these sessions, the students would be at risk of 

forgetting what they have read and watched. It would defeat the purpose of allowing the 

students to be engaged while reading. While some students could possibly already be 

capable of self-conscious appreciation, it is far from certain and any obstacles for students 

to experience unconscious enjoyment should be removed as far as it is possible by 

teachers. 

The students would be asked to pay special attention to certain literary and 

cinematic devices while reading the book and watching the film. In class the teacher can 
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go over how a scene may be changed in the two mediums due to the difference between 

literary and cinematic devices. The students can be asked to compare a certain scene or a 

literary device in The Great Gatsby; suggestions for suitable scenes can be given by the 

teacher to help the students decide on which scene or device to choose. For example, 

students might want to study the symbols of the story and how they are presented in the 

different mediums. They can also choose to examine how the two mediums convey to 

their audience the setting of the story and which literary and cinematic devices they use to 

achieve this effect. A discussion in the classroom regarding why a film director might 

choose to alter the significance of Doctor T.J. Eckleburg, and whether it is aesthetically 

defensible to do so, may help the students to reflect over the fact that what they are 

studying is in fact a work of art which is open to interpretation and not set in stone. There 

are aesthetic choices made in the film adaptations, as well as in the novel. Through 

multiliteracies, it is possible that students already are aware of how cinematic as well as 

literary devices are employed in films. Their repertoire within film as a medium could 

allow them to transfer and apply this realization towards a different medium, which works 

with different literary devices and tools to convey meaning. This realization can help the 

students to move through the stages that Early describes, from unconscious enjoyment 

while reading towards self-conscious appreciation and conscious delight, recognizing and 

becoming aware how literary devices in the text are employed to achieve certain effects. 

Teachers can find reasons for using a lesson plan that allows students to study 

canonical literature and film adaptations of said literature within Gy11. The lesson plan 

presented above is designed for English 6, but could be modified by the choice of 

literature to read and the scaffolding made available to the students to fit all courses in 

upper-secondary school. By employing this lesson plan where students would be working 

with the history and cultural background of the U.S., students would be able to fulfill the 

goal for the core content for English 6 to cover “living conditions, attitudes, values, 

traditions, social issues as well as cultural, historical, political and cultural conditions in 

different contexts and parts of the world where English is used.” (English, 7). In order to 

fulfill the criterion students would be required to display an understanding of the historic 

background in which The Great Gatsby was set. Although the novel is an artistic 

representation of the time, written by an author who would make artistic decisions on 

what parts of society to portray based on what story he wanted to tell, the students would 

still need the cultural and historic background in order to critically examine and 

understand the depiction. Furthermore, the students would also be working with the core 
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content goal to use “strategies to search for relevant information in larger amounts of text 

or longer sequences of spoken language and to understand perspectives and implied 

meaning” by comparing the film adaptation to the written literature (English, 7). Students 

would also be practicing their listening and reading skills while watching the film and 

reading, both of which are mentioned in the aims of English in Gy11. 

 

3.2 Scene Studies in the Classroom and the Learning Potential 

Allowing students to do a scene study or discuss the use of a literary device in The Great 

Gatsby, and to compare how a scene or device is interpreted in both film and print, gives 

students a chance to transfer the multiliteracies they possess within multimodal 

communication towards the written text. For example, a part of The Great Gatsby that the 

students can choose to study closer could be symbols. Symbols are often challenging for 

readers to decipher, because they rely on the reader’s ability to read in between the lines 

and beyond the text. An author will not write explicitly in the text what a symbol is and 

what it represents, which could cause inexperienced readers with a limited repertoire to 

miss a symbol or its significance. By allowing students to practice identifying a symbol in 

class, where the teacher may offer support, they are given an opportunity to expand their 

knowledge of literary devices in an environment where help is accessible to them.  

One of the most prominent symbols in The Great Gatsby is the eyes of an 

Occultist named Doctor T.J. Eckleburg, an old sign featuring a pair of bespectacled eyes. 

In both the film and book, critics agree that the story likens the eyes to the eyes of God. 

Marius Bewley in “Scott Fitzgerald’s Criticism of America” argues that the eyes in the 

story are the eyes of God watching the world with a sense of indifference. Beweley uses 

the eyes of Doctor T.J. Eckleburg as an example of the many motifs describing a sense of 

hopelessness in people’s lives throughout the novel (17). The eyes of Dr. T.J. Eckleburg is 

a symbol that is featured throughout the story, and as the grief-stricken George Wilson 

comes to the conclusion that he should kill Gatsby, he imagines the eyes of Doctor T.J. 

Eckleburg to be the eyes of God. In the film, this symbol appears several times 

surrounding Myrtle Wilson’s death. George Wilson, after learning of Myrtle’s affair, 

presses her face to the window from where the sign can be seen, pointing to the sign and 

shouting that “God sees everything.” The camera shows Doctor T.J. Eckleburg’s eyes 

again as they watch Myrtle’s body being flung in the air during the car crash, and it looms 

over her lifeless body as the car drives away. After George Wilson learns that the car that 

killed his wife belongs to Gatsby and mistakenly makes the conclusion that he is the man 
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his wife slept with, he picks up a gun kept in a drawer. The symbolic meaning of Doctor 

T.J. Eckleburg being the watchful eyes of God is once again reinforced as the sign is 

visible through the window and Wilson’s words “God sees everything” are echoed in a 

voice-over. In the novel, however, the sign is absent during all the scenes mentioned 

above, save for the one where George Wilson makes the decision to kill Gatsby. Wilson 

motions to the sign in the scene, telling his neighbor of how he had informed his wife that 

“God sees everything” (123). His neighbor dismisses Wilson’s statement as the ramblings 

of a man in grief, but Wilson persists this his notion after the neighbor leaves. As the sign 

appears in the story as the grief-stricken and somewhat hysterical Wilson makes the 

desperate decision to kill his wife’s imagined lover but not during the other scenes where 

the sign is featured in the film, the notion of Doctor T.J. Eckleburg being a metaphor for 

the eyes of God is less clear. Rather it becomes a symbol only to Wilson because the 

character gives the sign any meaning, while to the other character it is only a sign without 

a meaning. The symbol of Doctor T.J. Eckleburg is also tied to the bigger theme of The 

Great Gatsby of the moral corruption of the American dream, tarnished by the 

materialism of the country. Linda C. Pelzer in The Student Companion to American 

Literature connects both the symbol of Dr. T.J. Eckleburg as well as the Valley of Ashes 

and the green light to the book’s theme, arguing that they can be interpreted as motifs of 

the moral decay of the American dream (18-19). The symbolic meaning of the sign can 

therefore be discussed in a broader sense of theme by teachers who wish to include larger 

parts of the novel in class with the students.   

The symbolic meaning of Doctor T.J. Eckleburg may be hard for the students to 

comprehend. While watching the film adaptation, the students can be helped by their 

multiliteracies when faced with the multimodal communication of Wilson’s repeated 

words of “God is watching” as the sign is shown to make out the significance of the 

symbol. Consulting the list of cinematic devices already provided to them, they can pay 

special attention to how the camera angle, for example, is used in the scene to aid their 

comprehension. Furthermore, their multiliteracies might here be of help to the students to 

gain a fundamental understanding of the symbol before reading the print literature. 

However, to help the students understand certain aspects of the film adaptation, the 

teacher may need to step in and provide study questions for the students to consider while 

watching, as well as providing the students with the opportunity to discuss the meaning 

afterwards in groups.  
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The film adaptation’s portrayal of Doctor T.J. Eckleburg in The Great Gatsby is 

different from the print literature, but this not necessarily something problematic. Wolf’s 

concerns that literature told through film does not communicate as effectively as print 

literature, especially when it comes to complex ideas and thoughts, is validated when 

considering Doctor T.J. Eckleburg. The uncertainty surrounding the symbol’s significance 

in the book is present in the print literature, but not expressed in the film adaptation. 

Another example of this might be The Valley of Ashes, which Pelzer lists as one of the 

symbols of the corruption of the American dream, which is largely overlooked as a 

symbol and given less importance in the film adaptation compared to the print literature. 

Rather than being a weakness of the film medium, as Wolf might have argued, when used 

in combination with the print literature, film adaptations become a stepping stone to 

gaining a deeper understanding of the novel while reading. Contrary to being confused by 

the different interpretations of the symbols in the mediums, students can be helped by 

employing their knowledge acquired while watching the film. By studying these two 

different interpretations, their own and that of the film adaptation, of the particular scene 

in The Great Gatsby, students may use their filmic literacy to read the film and discern 

what the symbol mean and how they are presented in the medium they are competent 

readers in. As they are then constructing their own personal evocation of the story while 

reading the print literature, they can use their earlier understanding of the story and rely on 

their previous analysis when comparing the literary work with the film. Their previous 

understanding of the symbol would be transferred to the medium of which that they are 

less competent readers. 

Students, drawing on their filmic literacy, might expand their repertoire within 

the literary genre in turn. By comparing the two scenes, they must examine the literary 

devices within the print literature, as well as how they are used to communicate meaning 

to the reader. They are engaging with the written text, but also critically examining it. As a 

consequence, students are taking steps to expand their repertoire within print literature, 

using their multiliteracies to help them comprehend literary devices in the print literature. 

However, the danger can be that the students rely too heavily on their multiliteracies and 

filmic literacy in their analysis, neglecting to pay attention to the print literature. The 

result would be an incomplete scene study that could fail to take into consideration the 

ambiguity of Doctor T.J. Eckleburg in the novel. Nevertheless, the film adaptation should 

be used as an aid to the students, as a way for them to use their competency in multimodal 

communication to later make sense of a medium that they are less competent in analyzing. 
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Additionally, the students may during the exercise focus solely on the scene or literary 

device they are to study closer, at the expense of not experiencing the novel from a 

holistic perspective. As a result, the students once again risk missing vital parts of the 

scene studies. Without a holistic view of the print literature, the symbolic eyes become 

difficult to interpret from merely studying one scene. Furthermore, as literary appreciation 

is not only being able to understand how literature is written, but also the artistic design 

behind it, focusing on close reading one scene and overlooking the rest of the novel would 

defeat the purpose of students moving towards literary appreciation. Here, teachers might 

once again need to guide the students to help promote understanding.  

Finally, there is always a possibility that the students are unable to grasp the 

meaning of the symbol in The Great Gatsby, regardless of how much scaffolding the 

teacher might provide. The novel may simply be too advanced for the students’ untrained 

reading comprehension in print literature. A solution could be to use the lesson plan in 

English 7 instead of 6, postponing the exercise and giving students additional time to 

become more competent readers. Another solution might be for the teacher to take a more 

active role in the process, guiding the students more actively by providing hints of which 

parts of the novel that could be relevant for the scene study. Students can also be given the 

assignment as a group project, supporting each other and providing their own insights in a 

group discussion. The students can help each other with the exercise, which requires 

students to practice reading between the lines, understanding the reasoning behind specific 

word choices as well as practice both listening and reading skills. While all of these skills 

are necessary to complete the exercise, students untrained in interpreting literature may 

struggle with it, which is why groups who work together might be a preferable option to 

making it an individual exercise. When the students are employing collaborative learning, 

they can each contribute their own skills, as well as learn from other group members when 

their own insights might be incomplete. 

As the aim of the exercise is to promote literary appreciation, the question is 

whether this lesson plan’s purpose is achieved. By the end of the exercise students will 

hopefully have cultivated a deeper understanding of literary devices in print literature. 

However, the question remains if they will walk away with a deeper appreciation of 

literature as an art form. The teacher might draw attention to the artistic choices made in 

the film adaptation and print literature, and discuss with students the effects of those 

stylistic choices in the interpretations. Yet, the students could for any number of reasons 

remain unenthusiastic regarding literature. Appleyard’s suggestion that adolescences 
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experience a fear of appearing foolish can result in students holding back and not 

participating fully in the exercise. They might fear giving an incorrect or incomplete 

interpretation; a fear the teacher can assuage by providing the terminology and support in 

the classroom to aid the students in their analysis. However, during the exercise the 

students are encouraged to consider both film and print literature from more than a purely 

analytical perspective. Instead of comparing the novel and film as two separate entities, 

students can shift their focus towards understanding both of them in relation to one 

another. The students are observing these two interpretations of The Great Gatsby and 

studying how cinematic, theatrical and cinematic devices are used, which could promote a 

greater understanding of the artistic aspect of literature in film and print. Through this 

insight, they are moving towards self-conscious appreciation and literary appreciation 

rather than merely experiencing unconscious enjoyment from the story.  

 Tied to students’ ability to actively engage in the exercise is the inner world of 

teenagers, a phase which Appleyard describes as characterized by the struggle to take in 

multiple perspectives into their own world view. When attempting to interpret the symbols 

of The Great Gatsby, students might only focus on their own past experiences and 

emotional response to the literary device. Rosenblatt does maintain that all readers are 

engaged in a transaction with a text, creating an individual interpretation of the meaning. 

However, Rosenblatt does not claim that a symbol is an individual creation. It is not 

enough that one person perceives something in a literary work to be a symbol; it must be 

detectible to others as well. This understanding of symbol, particularly verbal ones, can be 

explained by Rosenblatt’s description of the term as linguistic connotations and patterns 

understood by people who speak the language (53). The problem may arise when a 

student identifies and interprets the symbol based on their own personal experience, rather 

than basing their analysis on their repertoire. The reaction could be a strategy on the 

student's behalf to compensate for a limitation in their repertoire, but it is important for 

teachers to clearly explain to students how to identify a symbol and what qualifies as a 

symbol within a literary work. The distinction between a personal impression and 

symbolic meaning recognized by a majority, is also a step towards moving away from the 

teenagers’ world view that centers around their own perspectives and becoming aware of a 

larger community. This expansion of the student’s world view towards multiple 

perspectives would also support a cultivation of the student’s narrative imagination. Being 

able to step outside of their perspective, considering and weighing their own impressions 
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in relation to their repertoire of symbolic meanings, will doubtless cultivate the students’ 

ability to understand multiple perspectives. 

 

4. Conclusion 

This essay has claimed that multimodal aids such as film adaptations of canonical 

literature can be used to help students gain literary appreciation and better understand 

literature. While literary appreciation is not explicitly stated as a goal or aim in the Gy11, 

it is still needed to promote students’ repertoire and to develop their narrative imagination, 

as well as their ability to recognize literary devices. However, with films becoming a 

bigger part of students’ lives than literature, teachers are faced with the dilemma of how to 

integrate reading in students’ lives. I have argued that students are capable of employing 

their multiliteracies to become better readers of print literature if shown the way. A 

hypothetical lesson has been provided in this essay for teachers to utilize students’ 

existing multiliteracies by using film adaptations as a way to better understand the print 

literature. I have also argued that teachers can, and should, turn film adaptations to an 

advantage in the classroom, rather than discouraging their use in the classroom and 

perceiving them as being a detriment to students’ literacy in reading. By providing 

students with an opportunity to use the film adaptations as an aid and create a road to 

understanding the print literature, students can use the professional performance of the 

novel as a tool when reading the novel on their own, rather than perceiving film 

adaptations as a shortcut or an alternative to reading a novel.  

In the end, film adaptations can function as a way for students to familiarize 

themselves with a novel, and have unrealized learning potential for language learning. 

Film adaptations do not have to mean the death of print literature. The multiliteracies 

students develop within film can be used as a foundation towards achieving literary 

appreciation. Rather than being set up as opposing forces, film adaptations and print 

literature can work together to create a richer experience for the reader, drawing on each 

medium’s strengths and complementing where the other medium is weaker. Where 

students’ untrained narrative imagination might have proved an impediment for students’ 

willingness to read, the film adaptation can help to alleviate the problem and ease 

students’ potential fear of failing. Where film adaptations may struggle more to 

communicate more complex themes or ideas to themes to the audience, print literature is 

capable of complementing this weakness and communicating more in-depth thoughts. 
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When using both mediums to balance each other, the obstacles of one medium can be 

compensated by the other. Film adaptations, used in combination with teachers’ intuition 

and knowledge regarding their students’ competency, can prove valuable to introduce 

literature to students. Students are also engaging in training several sets of skills, such as 

listening, reading and analytical, during the course of this exercise, which may help 

develop their language learning in general. The lesson plan can help students towards a 

better understanding of literature and encourage students to regard film and print literature 

as performative arts, rather than just stories.  
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