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Abstract

This case study examined how a group of EFL learners at a University in Colombia were 
encouraged to read and discuss several American poems for the first time in their lives 
through the reading transactional approach. Participants’ reading experience and critical 
reactions to poetry constituted the core data that were collected through field notes, 
learners’ artifacts (written essays), and one questionnaire. Data were analyzed through 
grounded approach and content analysis. Findings revealed that learners first focused on 
vocabulary and language structures and then on meaning. This research concluded that 
the incorporation of poetry as content in EFL education can help learners improve their 
communicative competence and critical reading skills.  
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Las voces de los estudiantes sobre la inclusión de la poesía 
en una clase de inglés a través de un enfoque transaccional 
Resumen

Este estudio de caso describe cómo un grupo de estudiantes de inglés de una Universidad de 
Colombia leyeron y discutieron varios poemas de la literatura estadounidense por primera 
vez en sus vidas mediante el enfoque de lectura transaccional. Las reacciones críticas de los 
participantes sobre los poemas constituyeron los datos esenciales que se recogieron a través 
de notas de campo, artefactos (ensayos escritos) y un cuestionario. La información recogida se 
analizó con el enfoque fundamentado en los datos y con el enfoque de análisis de contenido. 
Los hallazgos revelan que los aprendices se enfocaron primero en entender las estructuras 
lingüísticas y luego en construir significado. Se concluye que la incorporación de la poesía 
como contenido en la enseñanza del inglés puede ayudar a que los estudiantes mejoren su 
competencia comunicativa y su lectura crítica.   
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1. Introduction

The inclusion of literature in the English as a Foreign Language (EFL) 

classroom is not a new teaching practice. However, Mckay (1982), Paran 

(2006), and Khatib (2011) report that its integration in language teaching 

has been reduced dramatically because many instructors think that liter-

ary language (poetry, short stories, novels, and drama) is difficult material 

for learners, has no practical value in normal communication, and lacks 

appropriate methods to be taught. In regards to the inclusion of poetry, 

in particular, research is not only scarce (Hanauer, 2010), but there is a 

widespread perception among teachers that it is not a suitable resource 

in language instruction because of its sophisticated language, complex 

linguistic structures, and deviation from the linguistic norm (Widdowson, 

1984; Lazar, 1993; Buckledee, 2002; Khansir, 2012). In fact, poetry deviates-

from the rules of language because it constitutes an artistic combination 

of poetical figures of speech (similes, metaphors, alliteration, and imag-

ery, among many other features) that produce indirect meanings which 

need to be inferred. There fore, poetry seems to cause confusion and even 

frustration among EFL teachers and learners. 

In addition to these perceptions, the groundbreaking growth of com-

municative trends in language learning during the last forty years, such 

as task-based approach and content-based approach, have emphasized 

the development of learners’ communicative competence:  The speakers’ 

knowledge and skills to understand, produce, and negotiate meaning 

in situations of everyday life. It is an ability to function in real commu-

nicative and dynamic exchanges with other interlocutors (Canale, 1983; 

Richards and Rodgers, 2001; Savignon, 1972; 2001). This, in English classes, 

learners are mainly asked to speak about their own personal interests 

and experiences; and are invited to simulate situations that they would 

encounter in every day life because effective communication for practi-

cal purposes and social interaction with other people is the main goal 

(Richards & Rodgers, 2001). Because of this communicative emphasis, 

literary texts have been disregarded in the EFL classroom, since many 

teachers claim that poetry seems not to meet the goals of language for 

immediate social purposes. These perceptions have caused that many 

EFL learners in several countries receive a University Language Degree 

without having read any literary texts because these materials are not 

incorporated in the syllabi of many Foreign Language Programs (Qiping 

& Shubo, 2002).
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Another limiting factor is that published research on the use of litera-

ture in EFL has mostly been based on authors’ hypothetical assertions and 

theoretical teaching suggestions (Hanauer, 2001; Bernhardt, 2001).There is 

an urgent need, then, to do more empirical research (Maley, 2001; Paran, 

2006), and, as Clapsadle (2014) suggests, publish “in-depth research on 

the process of literary reading” (p. 5) in the foreign/second language 

classroom, including research on the teaching of poetry (Panavelil, 2011).

EFL education in Colombia has not been the exception to this reality. 

Research on the inclusion of poetry is unusual because most Colombian 

teachers tend to focus on developing language competence through 

communicative text books and grammar books that gradually present 

linguistic forms and communicative functions in an orderly fashion. 

Teachers also use Internet sources, language learning websites, music 

videos, movies, and abridged editions of short stories as chief instruc-

tional materials. Although they are suitable sources to learn the foreign 

language, it is a disadvantage that, at least, during the last ten years, pub-

lished research on the use of poetry in foreign language teachingis absent 

in major Colombian ELT journals.

Despite the limited use of poetry in Colombia, as it happens in many 

EFL contexts worldwide, new theoretical arguments support its use as 

a means to enhance English language proficiency (Khatib, 2011). That is 

why this article reportson how a group of EFL learners responded to the 

inclusion of poetry in the language classroom. Participants’ directvoices 

and opinions on reading poetry constituted the main data gathered and 

analyzed, and determined the usefulness of this literary genre in this 

particular setting. Ultimately, this kind of studies is needed so that the 

EFL community can start considering the contributions of poetry in the 

foreign language classroom.

2. Theoretical framework

2.1. The inclusion of poetry in EFL education

Kramsch (1993) suggests that EFL learners should be exposed to literary 

language because it offers great opportunities to construct meaning and 

enhance language competence in a more genuine way. Literature is real 

language in use, which contrasts the arranged presentation of language 

items regularly taught in traditional classes (Brumfit & Carter, 1986). For 



English learners’ voices on integrating poetry through a transactional approach / Luis Fernando Gómez Rodríguez

358

Starz (1995), “Poetry is another way of communicating” (p. 3) that mo-

tivates students to use the four language skills as learners can listen to, 

read, speak, and write about the images, meaning, and themes presented 

in the poems by trying to reach possible interpretations. Likewise, poetry 

enables learners to build vocabulary in significant contexts (Lazar, 1993; 

Kellem, 2009). According to these authors, poetry is a salient means that 

can help learners improve language proficiency because they cannot only 

make sense out of poetical language and negotiate meaning, but can also 

be involved in thought-provoking and communicative experiences in the 

foreign language. 

Additionally, poetry deals with universal topics to people of all na-

tions, including the meaning of life, love, and nature, the mystery of death 

and God, as well as the diversity of human feelings, values, and dilemmas.

Maley and Duff (1989) recognize the universality and non-triviality of the 

themes in poetry while Kramsch (1993) sees poetry as deep in thought 

that invites readers to acquire knowledge about human “values, […] col-

lective imaginings and historical frames of reference that constitute the 

memory of a speech community” (p. 175). Learners make profound re-

flections about human life, the world, and personal experiences when 

they are encouraged to read between the lines and construct meaning 

from what they read. This idea relates to Hanauer’s (2012) view of the 

role of language learning in ESL/EFL: To facilitate “personally meaning-

ful expression” and emphasize the “presence of the living, historically 

situated, individual human being at the center of the language learning 

process” (106). For Kramsch (1993) and Hanauer (2012), the purpose of 

learning a foreign language is not only linguistic, communicative, and 

cognitive. “It involves the whole human being beyond just intellectual 

abilities” (Kramsch, 1993, p. 105), including his/her emotions, personal 

concerns, and human experiences. Such humanized dimension should 

be fostered through poetry in EFL learning, as English teachers are edu-

cating learners to become more humanitarian, intercultural, and world 

citizens in the process of globalization. 

Poetry also has advantages in the real world as it can be seen as a 

naturalistic reading task (Hanauer, 2001) that can prepare EFL learners 

to deal with figurative language (metaphors, allusions, and similes) in 

daily communication, since we do not speak in direct and literal ways 

all the time (Conway, 2015). Many of the messages that we receive or 

produce contain metaphorical/figurative language, as can be seen in 



Literatura y Lingüística N° 37

359

journalistic language (E.g. Star Treck TV series breeds a cult of space 
worshippers), advertisement (Coca-cola® opens happiness), and popular 

songs. For Hanauer (2001), poetry represents a naturalistic reading task 

that is part of the many real-world language types, such as the lyrics of 

popular songs. 

Poetry ambiguity is another powerful feature that allows learners to 

come up with multiple interpretations and attempt to agree on its mes-

sages and themes from different perspectives. Thus, literary ambiguity 

generates language competence development, meaning negotiation, 

and even debate, as learners have to defend their interpretations with 

coherent arguments (Maley & Duff, 1989; Kramsch, 1993; Khansir, 2012; 

Sakamoto, 2015). This relates to the fact that poetry contributes to critical 

reading and argumentation in EFL education (Hismanoglu, 2005 cited by 

Khansir, 2012) as learners are engaged in understanding and interpreting 

messages mentally and rationally.It “fosters reflection and a critical stance 

vis-à-vis one’s one and the foreign meanings” (Kramsch,1993,175), chief 

aspects comprised by transactional reading. 

2.2. The transactional approach to literature

The transactional approach is a teaching literary theory proposed by 

Rosenblatt (2002) who states that meaning does not reside in the literary 

text, but emerges through the reciprocal relationship between the reader 

and the text. Reading a poem and any other literary text involves a “trans-

action” in which the reader is stimulated by the text to create meaning and 

the text acquires its meanings when the reader brings his/her personal 

feelings, knowledge, and experiences to the reading. Rosenblatt claims 

that each reader is capable of finding personal interpretations that could 

differ from those of the author and those of other readers, depending on 

personal and academic experiences, contextual factors, and sociocultural 

backgrounds.  

Understanding and interpreting texts demands two kinds of stances 

called the efferent reading and the aesthetic reading (Rosenblatt, 1995; 

2002). The former refers to the act of reading a literary text in order to 

get information and gain meaning out of it. At this level, readers pro-

duce responses by focusing on implicit meaning based on rational inter-

pretations. Although various interpretations may arise during the efferent 

transaction, they are only valid with evidence and convincing arguments 

(Probst, 1988). 
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Aesthetic reading, on the other hand, embraces the literary pleasure 

that the reader experiences during the transactional process. Meaning is 

also possible when the reader responds emotionally to literary language. 

Rosenblatt (1995) states, “any literary work gains its significance from the 

way in which the minds and emotions of particular readers respond to the 

verbal stimuli offered by the text” as the reader discovers that literature 

“arises a sense of organized structure of perceptions and feelings which 

constitutes for him the aesthetic experience” (p. 28). Consequently, the 

reader may trigger feelings of joy, pleasure, sadness, or fear through the 

words, images, the tone, and topics in a poem.

Rosenblatt (1995) asserts that the transactional reading process 

consists of a continuum between the efferent stance and the aesthetic 

stance when interacting with the literary text. The reader can determine 

whether adopting a predominantly aesthetic stance or a predominantly 

efferent stance. He/she can even experience both stances during the 

reading event. The reader’s logic and feelings, or what Rosenblatt (2005) 

calls “the mind and emotions of some particular reader” (p. 32), play an 

important part in the construction of meaning during the reading act. 

Therefore, this study adopted the principles of transactional reading 

to be implemented in the EFL classroom so that learners could read 

authentic literary language, negotiate meaning, and produce critical 

thinking through poetry.

3. Research methodology

3.1. Research type

This is an exploratory case study that attempted to inquire in depth 

(Bassey, 2000) the positive or negative influence of the inclusion of po-

etry on the development of a group of EFL learners’ language compe-

tence, that is to say, the understanding, production, and negotiation of 

meaning, in a Colombian setting. As suggested by Saunders Lewis, and 

Thornhill (2013), this exploratory case study was conducted in order to 

determine possible results, not intended to provide conclusive evidence 

or definite answers. It rather sought to reach a better understanding of the 

research topic and to analyze new data and new insights based on a spe-

cific research question. Data from participants’ direct voices, verbal forms 

(Candlin & Hall, 2002), and personal experiences with poetry, including 
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their difficulties and achievements, supported this analysis. The research 

question leading this study was: How does poetry influence a group of 

EFL language competence learnerst hrough transactional readings?

3.2. Context for the study and participants

This research study was conducted in an EFL literature class of a Modern 

Language Education Program at a University in Colombia. Class was held 

twice a week from 9:00 to 11:00 a.m. It was a seventh semester advanced 

course composed of ten females and eight males whose ages ranged from 

18 to 22. They had taken six previous English courses, each one consist-

ing of 8 hours per week. They had learned English with the support of 

communicative textbooks and the practice of language skills (reading, 

listening, speaking, and writing), according to their own English level, 

whether basic, intermediate, or advanced. They had also learned English 

with adapted versions of reading materials, Internet resources, videos, 

movies, and grammar books. However, they had never read authentic 

literary texts in English, including poetry. Their English level, according 

to the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (2001), 

was B2. They were able to understand the main ideas of complex texts, 

interact with appropriate degree of fluency and spontaneity, and produce 

oral and written discourse on a wide range of subjects.

3.3. Data collection instruments

To answer the research question, three data collection instruments 

were implemented during a pedagogical intervention (see Table 1) in 

the first academic term of 2016. Class was held twice a week, Monday 

and Wednesday, from 9:00 to 11:00 am. First, as suggested by Yin (2011), 

field notes (Appendix 1) were taken during all the class sessions by para-

phrasing and writing short verbatim sentences of students’ opinions 

and comments on the poems (the efferent stance). Notes on how they 

reacted emotionally to poetical language (aesthetic stance) were also 

taken.

Second, EFL learners’ response papers/essays (artifacts) about the 

commentaries of the poems were collected. To write these response 

papers, participants answered questions related to the meaning of the 

poems during the individual transactions and after class discussions, so 

that they had the opportunity to write about their own personal views 
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and final interpretations. Third, participants answered a questionnaire 

(Appendix 2) at the end of the pedagogical intervention through which 

they answered open-ended and closed-ended questions about their ex-

perience with poetry.

3.4. Pedagogical intervention

The transactional approach was implemented in a pedagogical interven-

tion (see Table 1) based on criteria for poem selection and criteria for class 

development. These criteria were used as follows:

3.4.1. Criteria for poems selection: 

The selected poems for the experience were short; as it was an appropri-

ate length to motivate EFL learners to read and avoid feelings of frustra-

tion with longer poems (Brumfit & Carter, 1986). Besides, the chosen po-

ems dealt with universal human topics (Maley & Duff, 1989) and collective 

values (Kramsch, 1993), and they were suitable for learners’ language level 

(McRae, 1991), as they were mostly written with functions, structures, and 

discourse at the reach of B2 students. The poems belonged to American 

literature, which was the focus of study for this EFL literature course in 

seventh semester. For the purpose of this article, the experience with 

poetry as a reading task will be analyzed with six poems as indicated in 

Table 1.

3.4.2. Criteria for class development:

Students came to class without having done any previous research about 

the poems, since one of the purposes was that students were not influ-

enced by literary interpretations available in the Internet or books. The 

teacher researcher gave students the poems at the beginning of the class 

and encouraged them to read, construct meaning based on the immedi-

ate reading transaction that they established at that moment with the 

literary texts. 

The transaction approach to reading was adopted because this re-

search project wanted to examine how these EFL learners were able to 

understand and respond critically to “the verbal stimuli offered by the 

text” (Rosenblatt, p. 28). That is why it was crucial that students were not 

influenced by external literary authority because their genuine personal 

responses to poetry were the core of the investigation.
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Table 1. Poems discussed in the pedagogical intervention, and data collection 
process.

Week Poets Poems Topics discussed and activities
Data collection 

instrument

One
Emily 

Dickinson

“Farewell”

“Going to 

heaven”

“Some keep the 

Sabbath going 

to Church”

 - Ninetieth century Puritan 

traditions in the U.S.

 - Death, immortality, and 

faith.

 - Personal vs. established re-

ligious practices to worship 

God

Field notes 

artifacts

(short commen-

taries/ respon-

ses/ essays)

Two
Walt 

Whitman

Passages from

 “Song of 

Myself”

“When I Heard 

the Learn’d 

Astronomer”

 - Ideals of democracy and 

equality

 - The working class and 

humble jobs

 - Contrast between rational 

knowledge and intuitive 

knowledge

 - Relation between man and 

nature

Three
Gwendolyn 

Brooks

“The 

Sonnet-Ballad”

 - The effects of war on ma-

rried women.

 - A married woman confron-

ting her husband’s death.

Four

Written 

responses/

essays 

on the poems

 (student 

artifacts)

 - Students wrote critical com-

mentaries about the poems.

Five Review Students answered questions 

about their experience with 

poetry.

Questionnaire

Source: prepared by the author.

However, since this was the first time these EFL learners were read-

ing poetry in English and had no idea who the poets were, the teacher-

researcher provided learners with reading comprehension activities to 

lead the reading transactional process in three stages:

3.4.3. Getting prepared to reading poetry

Participants were provided with general information about the historical 

context, the life of the poets, and their aesthetic contributions to literature 

before actually reading the poems. As a warm-up activity, the teacher mo-
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tivated learners to discuss topics related to the poems, so that they could 

start establishing connections between their previous knowledge and 

experiences with the themes in the poems. For instance, before learners 

started to read the poems “Farewell” and “Going to Heaven”(Dickinson, 

1961) whose main topics are death and immortality; the teacher asked 

learners the questions: “What is your personal opinion about death? Do 

you have a positive/negative view of death?” These first reflections were 

meant to help learners to compare their personal views of death to those 

they later found in the poems.

3.4.4. Doing transactional reading at an individual basis

Participants were encouraged to read the poems individually in class 

time. They worked with study guides containing key reading compre-

hension questions to focus on important details (recurrent ideas, im-

ages, symbols). Then, students started to analyze and infer specific in-

formation by doing a careful reading, in such a way that they were able 

to construct meaning and reach levels of interpretations. Students used 

their bilingual dictionaries pretty often and paid attention to lexical and 

linguistic structures in the poems. The individual reading was based 

on Rosenblatt’s (1995) claim that the teachers should foster productive 

transactions between individual readers and individual literary works. 

This is so because it is important“ to see the reading act as an event 

involving a particular individual and a particular text, happening at a 

particular time, under particular circumstances, in a particular social 

and cultural setting” (p. 100). Also, learners wrote individual responses/

commentaries about the poems to later share them with their class-

mates. Although this stage implied a personal and individual transac-

tion, the teacher assisted students to provide any kind of help if needed. 

At the end, students shared their initial understanding of ideas, images, 

and meanings drawn out from the poems. 

3.4.5. Doing transactional reading at a group level

Since Rosenblatt (1985) indicates that the literary work, like language it-

self, is a social product, learners worked in small groups to establish social 

transactions with their classmates to compare, complement, and enrich 

their individual analysis. Then, the whole class discussed the meanings of 

the poems by supporting their critical analyses with evidence. Although 

at the beginning of the experience, learners were nervous about sharing 
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their ideas with their classmates, they increasingly engaged in critical 

literary analysis, as will be seen later in the findings. These social transac-

tions enabled learners to evoke multiple meanings and reflect critically 

on the literary material in groups. The teacher was there to coordinate this 

stage. This teaching practice resonated Rosenblatt’s (1995) assertion that 

the literary transaction should be a self-liberating process through which 

the reader not only has “the chance to follow his own personal bent,” but 

“the chance to share and compare literary reactions” with other students 

(p. 66). It is important to clarify that the notion of transaction in this stage 

should not be confused with interaction. Interaction deals with commu-

nication that serves the purpose of successful communication such as 

respecting turns to speak cordially, paying attention to what the others are 

saying, using appropriate casual or formal language depending on the oc-

casion, and asking for clarification and repetition (Richards, 2014). On the 

other hand, transactions, as understood by Rosenblatt, takes place when 

the reading purpose focuses on giving, receiving, and constructing mean-

ing, knowledge, and information. Transaction occurs when meaningful 

messages or new knowledge are constructed between the reader and the 

literary text. Moreover, during this stage learners used social interactional 

skills to compare and share with other learners their personal interpreta-

tions and transactions with the poems.

4. Data analysis

Field notes were first analyzed based on the grounded approach 

(Charmaz, 2012), which is a method that helps to find patterns from 

the collected data in order to answer research questions. Data was read 

many times until recurring patterns related to how poetry influenced 

on participants’ learning process emerged. Participants’ similar opin-

ions and reactions about the poems led to establish major relations 

in the data which were considered initial findings. Then, a process of 

triangulation (Freeman, 1998) was made with students’ artifacts (written 

essays and responses) and the questionnaire. These instruments were 

analyzed systematically through content analysis, a method for reading 

and studying textual information, identifying its properties, and assign-

ing similar codes or patterns (Dawson, 2002). Data triangulation con-

firmed similar patterns in all the instruments and made them reliable 

and consistent. After this process, final findings emerged which were 
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shaped into statements. For example, it was detected in the field notes 

that participants had to look up new words in the dictionary because 

the poems were difficult to read. 

5. Findings

5.1. Poetical language encouraged EFL learners to focus on the 
literal and metaphorical meaning of new words

According to data, all the 18 learners reported that reading poetry in the 

language classroom was a difficult task because the poems contained a 

great amount of vocabulary that they had never used before as language 

learners. This can be seen in these comments1 taken from the question-

naire (March 30):

“The most difficult part was the vocabulary because there 

were some words very strange or complex that are not used 

frequently.”

“Some words are not commonly used in real life.”

“In the poems, there are a lot of unknown words to us.”

Participants argued that the poems contained vocabulary and lin-

guistic structures that were not part of daily speech. Therefore, at the be-

ginning of the experience, the reading transactions were complicated as 

learners made a great effort to understand the language before actually 

doing any meaning transactions. This finding is consistent with the field 

notes as it was observed that these EFL learners had to look up words 

in the dictionary very often to understand the literal meaning of those 

unknown words in the particular contexts of the poems. For instance, 

when learners were reading “Going to Heaven” (Dickinson, 1961), they 

had problems with the words “a bit of crown,” in the verses “The small-

est robe will fit me/And just a bit of crown,” as well as with the words 

“as flocks,” in the line “And yet it will be done as sure as flocks go home 

at night” (p. 79). Thus, the dictionary became a useful tool during the 

reading process as it was observed that the 18 learners would have not 

understood the poems without its support.

1 These are verbatim samples of students’ production during the research experience. Therefore, 
some of them include grammar/language mistakes, since they were still in the process of learning English 
as a foreign language.  
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Participants commented that because they were advanced EFL learn-

ers, they were surprised that they had to use the dictionary that often to 

understand the language in the poems (Field notes, February 24). One 

significant reason that made these EFL advanced learners depend on the 

dictionary was that this was the first time in their lives they were reading 

authentic literary language, which contrasted with the standardized forms 

of language that they had studied and practiced in textbooks and other 

reading materials in previous English courses. This finding revealed that 

learners were not able to make literary reading transactions immediately 

despite the use of study guides and questions provided for comprehension. 

At the beginning, they seemed to be more concerned about understanding 

the literal meaning of new vocabulary and analyzing the functions of those 

words in the poems, than addressing literary reading instantaneously.

The difficulty with language appeared to emerge from the fact that it 

was essentially figurative, since, learners not only found unknown words 

in the poems, but also, those unknown words had been used by the poets 

to create metaphors and similes. Hence, learners made a two-fold effort: 

First, to understand the literal meaning of those terms, and then to make 

sense of their figurative/metaphorical meaning as was observed in the 

aforementioned examples. Once learners understood the literal mean-

ing, they started to figure out the metaphorical meaning of words and, 

eventually they managed to embark on literary reading transactions. Such 

was the case with “the smallest robe” in the context of the poem “Going 

to Heaven” (Dickinson, 1961) as learners reported that, for them, those 

words represented “modest clothing”, suggesting that, for the speaker in 

the poem, “material things and stylish looks were not important to go to 

heaven” because she/ he “was entirely happy about leaving this material 

world” (Student artifact, February 24). Likewise, learners inferred that 

in the verse, “And yet it will be done as sure as flocks go home at night”, 

that the poet had created a simile to compare the speaker’s faith in go-

ing to heaven to the flocks that arrive home at night. For learners, “the 

flocks” represented “saved believers,” the “night” suggested death, and 

“home” represented heaven (Field notes, March 22). Sixteen opinions in 

the questionnaires (March 30) revealed this two-fold effort with language 

deviation during the reading process:

“It was difficult to understand the poems when they had a lot 

of metaphors. It was hard to recognize the real intention of the 

authors.”
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“The most challenging part was turning the literal meaning of 

words into possible interpretations.”

“Given the ambiguity that comes within a poem, it was difficult 

to know if the interpretation was correct.”

Language deviation from the linguistic norms challenged learners to 

make sense of those words in the poems which incorporated a different 

connotation from the common meaning explained in the dictionary. No 

surprise, then, this process was slow and hard to accomplish. Eventually, 

learners were capable of inducing logical meaning out of such figurative 

language through their carefully transactional analysis. This task turned 

out to be a demanding experience as they first needed to understand 

language structures and vocabulary and then figure out their poetical 

meaning. Despite this tough experience with poetical language at the 

beginning of this experience, learners realized that they were not only 

working with authentic language, but were also understanding and 

constructing meaning during the reading act, this being an instance of a 

communicative reading task in the EFL class.

5.2. Poetical language helped EFL learners enhance language 
competence and critical reading

Even though participants complained about the unknown vocabulary 

and metaphorical properties of the poems, data indicated that all of them 

gradually recognized that poetry was an excellent resource to improve 

their English competence. 13 students reported that poems helped them 

to learn vocabulary in context, while 15 students affirmed that they had 

enhanced their language skills. This could be seen in some comments 

and replies in the questionnaires (March 30):

“The poems helped me to learn new vocabulary.”

“What I have improved the most thanks to the poems are my 

speaking and reading skills, because if you speak, even if you 

make mistakes, your fluency will improve. Also, if you read, 

even if you don’t understand, you are going to get accustomed 

to read poetry anyway.”

“I consider that the analysis of the poems helped me to improve 

my reading process and vocabulary.”
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“With poetry, you learn to read in a critical way. You improve 

your language skills.”

10 participants out of 18 stated that reading transactions had allowed 

them to be better readers. In fact, their reading skills appeared to develop 

sequentially as they read word by word and stanza by stanza in order to 

figure out the main ideas of the poems. That was the case with the poem 

“The Sonnet-Ballad” (Brooks, 1975) when students were requested to 

discuss the central ideas based on a list of reading comprehension ques-

tions provided by the teacher. After students completed the individual 

reading transaction, they discussed the poem with the whole class. It was 

observed that during the discussion they used the foreign language to 

exchange important ideas and elements in the poem, mainly the possible 

meaning of the image “empty heart-cup”in the verses “Now I cannot guess 

what I can use an empty heart-cup for/ He won’t be coming back here 

anymore” (Brooks 1975). Some of the learners compared the heart of the 

female voice in the poem to an empty cup “not having coffee” (Field notes, 

March 7).  In this sense, some learners said that “the ‘empty heart-cup’ 

suggested that the woman felt lonely because her husband had died and 

she would not see him anymore” (Field notes, March 7). Other students 

said that the empty heart-cup suggested “the loss of love” because once 

her husband had been killed in the war “she could not experience love 

anymore” and “she would have a lonely life with no sense” (Field notes, 

March 7).

Another case of literary transaction was made when two students said 

that they liked the verses “That my sweet love …/Would have to court 

coquettish death, whose impudent and strange/ Possessive arms and 

beauty (of a sort)/ Can make a hard man hesitate and change” (Brooks, 

1975). They said that in these lines “Gwendolyn Brooks has used the per-

sonification of death” because “death was described with female char-

acteristics,” being “coquettish, possessive, and beautiful,” and that they 

had associated this description with a flirtatious and seductive woman 

who “had stolen the married woman’s husband in the war”(Field notes, 

March 7). These opinions led the whole class, with the help of the teacher, 

to explain the meaning of personification in literature, and discus show 

the married woman (the voice in the poem) metaphorically described 

death as a femme fatale who had trapped her husband in the war, this 

being an unconventional way that Brooks, the poet, described death in 

the poem. The discussion of “The Sonnet-Ballad” on universal topics such 
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as love, death, and the negative effects of the war on married women led 

these EFL learners into developing critical reading skills and the efferent 

stance (Rosenblatt, 2005), since the reading transactions allowed them 

to develop argumentative competence by considering the discussion and 

interpretation of literary language.

Critical analysis was also produced when learners read “When I Hear’d 

the Learned Astronomer”(Whitman, 2006) asthey shared and expressed 

interesting opinions, namely that the “astronomer” represented scientists, 

that the “charts” and the “graphs” represented science or math. Some of 

them even claimed that “the speaker didn’t like science class because 

graphs and figures were boring,” and that “the speaker prefers to go out 

the lecture room and enjoy nature”(Field notes, February 2). These en-

thralling ideas about Whitman’s poem were the result of their personal 

reading transactions, being intellectually activated by “the verbal stimuli 

offered by the text”(Rosenblatt, p. 28). At the end of the discussion, stu-

dents concluded that the poet wanted to establish the difference between 

scientific knowledge and experiential/personal knowledge, and that the 

poet valued more intuitive knowledge, represented by the words “mystical 

moist,” “the perfect silence,” and “the stars,” than scientific knowledge rep-

resented by the “astronomer” and his “figures and graphs” (Filed notes, 

February 2). 

These findings evidenced that students were able to construct mean-

ing through their transactional relations with the poem. Moreover, they 

made interpretations of this poem in the foreign language, reading it with-

out the influence of literary authorities. Likewise, these data showed that 

learners improved lexical competence as well as reading and speaking 

skills through poetry, fundamental aspects of communicative compe-

tence. Also, there was evidence of efferent reading as it was observed that 

learners examined, reflected upon, and analyzed information/content, 

and implied meaning based on rational interpretations supported by evi-

dence, as suggested by the transactional theory. It is crucial to mention 

that these learners were not expected to do professional literary analysis, 

but rather to construct meaning when reading the materials. However, 

many of the ideas and meanings they found in the poems displayed traits 

of literary analysis. 

Language competence and critical argumentation were also devel-

oped when learners were requested to answer the question: What is the 

main theme in the poem? after reading either one of two poems in one 
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class session: “Some keep the Sabbath going to church” (Dickinson, 

1961) and “I Hear America Singing” (Whitman, 2006). Learners had the 

whole class session (March 14) to embark on the individual reading 

transaction and write a free response on the theme of the poems:

In the poem “I Hear America Singing,” the speaker expresses a 

sense of unification and cooperation among American workers 

with the words “America Singing.” The main idea the speaker 

develops is that workers of America, mechanics, hatters, and 

boatmen, “sing together” because they are proud of their jobs; 

they are happy because they are aware of the importance of 

their jobs for the contribution to American society (student 

artifact, March 14). 

In the poem “Some keep the Sabbath going to Church,” […] the 

speaker feels her home as a church where she can find God. She 

prefers to enjoy the sound of a bobolink and see her orchard; 

these natural resources make her feel the presence of God in 

her own home.  […] She says “So instead of getting to heaven 

at last, I’m going all along” (third stanza). For her, another way 

of searching God is to live every single day enjoying the beauty 

of the nature . . . (student artifact, March 14).

These data illustrate how EFL learners were able to produce logically 

connected arguments to defend their personal critical interpretations 

of the poems, which suggested they had engaged in efferent reading. 

They developed critical arguments with sufficient evidence and coher-

ent logical flow as they analyzed relevant words, images, and verses in 

the poems. In the case of the first sample, the student deduced from 

the context in the poem that the words “America Singing” referred to all 

the workers of the U.S. being happy, proud of, and cooperative with the 

economic progress of their country. In the second sample, the student 

interpreted that the words “orchard” and “bobolink” represented for 

the speaker in the poem sacred elements innature through which he/

shewas able to connect with God, without having to go to a conventional 

church. 

This interpretative and critical production was the result of mutual 

transactions between these particular readers and the literary texts, as 

explained by Rosenblatt (2005). Thus, in the first sample, the student con-

tended the idea that Whitman emphasized the importance of the work-
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ing class in the development of America as a nation, while in the second 

sample, the student argued that the speaker in the poem experienced 

God through nature. These findings seemed to confirm the idea that po-

etry was a useful resource to foster critical reading and argumentation in 

EFL, as has been proposed by Kramsch (1993), Hismanoglu (2005), and 

Khansir (2012).

One revealing finding is that EFL learners produced critical opinions 

about the poems because they engaged in close reading. Close reading 

takes place when readers embark on a detailed examination of literary 

passages by drawing careful attention to the words, grammar, and the 

order in which the sentences are arranged in order to make logical infer-

ences from language and finally construct meaning. According to Culler 

(1997), close reading helps readers to “produce richer, more insightful 

interpretations of individual work” (p. 122). Hence, it was observed that 

the participants of this study were concerned about understanding all 

the words and scrutinizing how those words were related to other lan-

guage features in the poems. They examined word by word and read 

the poems several times to make sense of the linguistic structures. They 

not only constructed meaning out of the different language elements in 

the poems, but also produced critical arguments to defend their inter-

pretations. The fact that these EFL learners implemented close reading 

indicated that they adopted a predominant efferent stance rather than 

a predominant aesthetic stance, precisely because they were interested 

in understanding how language forms worked in the poems in order to 

grasp a logical and coherent level of meaning construction.

5.3. Learners affirmed that beingen couraged to infer figura-
tive language in the poems was apleasant learning experience

Although most of the data analysis revealed that learners regarded these 

poems as difficult because of their complex language and literary am-

biguity, all of them, except one, asserted that they had enjoyed reading 

the poems because of several aesthetic reasons. To the question in the 

questionnaire, “Did you like/dislike the poems? Explain your answer”, 

four learners said that they enjoyed the poems because of their literary 

beauty, while three learners valued how the poems evoked good feelings 

and depicted interesting human universal topics:

I really liked them, especially because they were connected to 

profound human mysteries such as death and God.
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I loved all of them because they reflect different personal emo-

tions, such as love and passion, and I got exited while reading 

them.

I liked how Gwendolyn Brooks describes death as a flirtatious 

beautiful woman. I also felt pity for the married woman who 

was heartbroken for her dead husband in the war.

Recurrent words in the data such as “I really liked,”“I loved,” and “I 

felt,” clearly portrayed the aesthetic stance that readers experienced 

during the reading transaction. They admitted having responded emo-

tionally through feelings of joy, pleasure, pain, and sadness when they 

said that they had developed aesthetic sensibility to poetical structure 

and figurative language in class discussions. For instance, learners com-

mented that the poem “Farewell” (Dickinson, 1961) included a beautiful 

metaphor in which death was compared to an “eternal trip on horses” or 

to a “carriage pulled by horses” (Field notes, February 22) in the verses: 

“Then I am ready to go!/Just a look at the horses—Rapid! That will do!” 

(Dickinson, p. 279). Similarly, aesthetic pleasure was detected when 

learners discussed “Song of my Self” (Whitman, 2006) specifically with 

the verse “The pleasures of heaven are with me, and the pains of hell are 

with me” (p. 24). For the learners, “pleasures of heaven” and “pains of 

hell” were beautiful figurative language through which “the poet recog-

nizes that his human condition is defined by a good and a sinful side” 

(Verbatim data, field notes, February 30).

Learners’ comments on how they were able to experience human 

emotions through the beauty of images, symbols, and other figurative 

language, indicated how they were moved by esthetic stances during the 

reading continuum. Rosenblatt’s (1995) theory indicates that this hap-

pens when “the reader’s attention is centered directly on what he is liv-

ing through during his relationship with that particular text” (p. 25). In 

other words, reading poetry not only helped learners to build knowledge, 

communicative competence, and critical reading, but to appreciate the 

beauty of literary language in the foreign language. Moreover, the EFL 

classroom was a space to talk about human feelings, personal values, 

and human experiences.

5.4. Limitations of the study and further research
Since this was an exploratory case study research, counting on a small 

amount of data and participants, the findings can only be understood 
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within its setting in a classroom in Colombia. Therefore, further research 

needs to be done with a greater amount of data in other Colombian 

Language Education Programs and EFL classes in high schools and pri-

mary schools. For instance, the effects of children’s and teenagers’ poetry 

on young readers’ lexical competence, pronunciation, and reading com-

prehension, among other language aspects, still need to be approached. 

There is the need to encourage teachers and English learners to see po-

etry as an authentic reading task that can help them become aware of 

language features and construct meaning, instead of seeing poetry as a 

tough and problematic material in language learning.

Conclusions

This exploratory case study has shown that integrating poetry in an EFL 

classroom in Colombia influenced students’ language competence in 

positive ways. According to the findings, poetry enhanced their lexis, as 

learning vocabulary was a constant practice in class. This project helped 

them develop the ability to understand unknown words in meaningful 

literary contexts, instead of learning lists of words and grammar structures 

in isolation as it still happens in EFL classrooms. Also, based on students’ 

opinions, this study concludes that poetry was a powerful material to im-

prove the four language skills (reading, listening, speaking, and writing), 

because it enabled learners to be critical readers and better speakers and 

writers to develop arguments based on evidence.  

This study concludes that the transactional approach should be imple-

mented in EFL education, so that learners can be involved in efferent and 

aesthetic stances during reading tasks. This approach can lead them into 

analyzing and interpreting meaning, as well as into enjoying the aesthet-

ic beauty of literature. EFL teachers should, then, take advantage of the 

power of language ambiguity in poetry so that they and students mutually 

help each other to negotiate meaning and consider diverse interpreta-

tions based on logical reasoning and evidence. 

In addition, the findings of this study appear to indicate that poetry 

needs to be regarded as authentic language material that can complement 

other conventional instructional resources such as textbooks, videos, and 

grammar books. Appropriate selection of poetry, according to learners’ 

own English language level, without pressure and preconceptions, can 

result in an enriching content-based experience and in a meaningful 
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communicative process, as learners discuss poetry based on responsible 

reading and enjoyment.

As suggested by the findings, Colombian learners changed their minds 

about the widespread idea that poetry was unsuitable for their EFL learning. 

As could be seen, despite the challenges they encountered with ambigu-

ous verses and stanzas and with unknown words, they enjoyed poetry and 

gave positive comments about its inclusion in language learning, since they 

managed to understand that reading and talking about poetry can also be 

one of the many authentic communicative tasks that people do and enjoy 

in real life. Consequently, this literary genre should not only be a part of 

teaching materials in other EFL educational contexts worldwide but should 

continue being a research agenda in second/foreign language learning.
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Appendix 1

Data collection instrument: Observation sheet (field notes)

Research Question:

How does poetry influence the development of language competence of a group 

of EFL learners through transactional readings?

Classroom  Date: 

Poem read:  Author: 

Activity:   

Observations (field notes) Researcher’s Comments
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Appendix 2

Questionnaire about the poems studied in class

After finishing the section on poetry, please answer the following questions 

sincerely.

1. What did you learn with the poems discussed in class?

2. What was easy about reading the poems?

3. What was difficult about reading the poems?

4. Did the poems help you in any way to improve L2 learning? Yes __  No__ Why?

5. Did you like/dislike the poems? Explain your answers.

Thank you!


