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Abstract 

This essay is based on Judith A. Langer’s many years of literacy research and her concepts of ‘the 

literate mind’ and ‘envisionment building’ in the classroom. In addition to Langer’s theories, I consider 

several other strategies for reading, some of which have evolved from Langer’s ideas and are adapted 

to fit the teaching of English for Swedish upper secondary school. Furthermore, I discuss the benefits 

of teaching a foreign language with the help of literature in general and Young Adult (YA) literature in 

particular. Working with YA literature in the classroom can not only help students develop a greater 

empathy towards others, but is also well suited for teaching reading strategies to teenagers. In the 

analysis, I demonstrate a didactic approach with the help of extracts from Ruta Sepetys’ Between 

Shades of Gray (2011). My findings indicate that reading Young Adult literature can benefit teenagers’ 

personal growth as well as their language learning and general knowledge. Lastly, I assert that 

envisionment building can both lead to reevaluation of the readers themselves as well as to a greater 

understanding of different texts and the readers’ perception of the historical and contemporary world. 

Keywords: Teaching; envisionment; literature; literacy; Young Adult Literature; YA; Judith A. Langer; 

Ruta Sepetys; English as a Second language  
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Introduction 

The fact that young adults of today read less fiction than their previous generation is an 

internationally consistent trend in the Western world (Associated Press, “One in Four Read 

No Books Last Year.” USA Today); National Endowment for the Arts, Reading at Risk: A 

Survey of Literary Reading in America, Research Division Report no. 46 (Washington, D.C.: 

2004). How can the school environment help counter the trend towards a decline in reading 

and why should we be alarmed about the decreased reading amongst young people? One 

way to start is to make reading attractive, simple and accessible to our students. There is no 

doubt that reading is important in many ways. Among other things, the skill of reading 

comprehension is important to master to understand complex texts, to participate in the 

democratic debate, assimilate new knowledge and take part of the common cultural 

heritage. Despite this, in general, teaching literature tends to be associated with the great 

writers e.g. Shakespeare and high cultural knowledge, while the role literacy has on the 

ability of developing empathy and a critical approach is often ignored. When teaching 

English as a second language (ESL), in Sweden the traditional practice has, for a long time, 

been the use of a textbook with short reading texts and additional assignments 

(Läromedlens roll i undervisningen. Grundskollärares val, användning och bedömning av 

läromedel i bild, engelska och samhällskunskap. Skolverket. Rapport 284. (2006))1. With the 

help of today’s technology, that textbook has evolved into digital learning with roughly the 

same structure as the old textbooks. Extensive reading for the pleasure of reading itself is 

often underrepresented in the classroom and when and if fiction is taught, it is often for the 

sake of the literary work itself. The selected literature is often classical works, picked from a 

rather stiff literary canon which in some cases would benefit from being updated or 

customized. 

     As an English as a Second Language teacher, I believe that there is a lot to gain from letting 

students read Young Adult Literature (YA) in the classroom. For instance, they will gain insights 

into the fluent use of English in authentic situations, such as conversations. This may have the 

effect of the reader gaining a sense of having participated in the conversations themselves. 

Another beneficial “side-effect” of reading fiction is the possibility of developing greater 

1 The role of teaching material in education. Primary school teachers’ choice, use and assessment of teaching 
material in arts, English and civics. (My translation).  
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empathy toward humans and other beings (Bal, P. Matthjis and Martijn Veltkamp, 2013). A 

third argument to why students should read more fiction at school is an increased general 

knowledge that can be useful both in other school subjects as well as for experiences outside 

school. YA can help students confront rather heavy subjects like death, war, drugs, or sickness 

in a way that is easily accessible for teenage readers. The main character in YA is often a young 

person, with whom the readers can identify and empathize. The themes of the novels (or short 

stories) are often deep, like love or family, themes with which young readers easily can relate 

to. This assists the ability to engage with the literature and by extension it might even build a 

love of reading.  

     Professor Judith A. Langer has spent over twenty-five years researching literacy learning. 

In this essay, I aim to research how her concept ‘envisioning literature’ can help teach YA-

fiction in a foreign language, in this case, English. I also aim to illustrate how sensitive topics 

in YA fiction might benefit from ‘envisionment building’ in the English classroom. I will use 

the Holocaust-themed YA-novel Between Shades of Grade (2011), by Ruta Sepetys, as an 

example.  

     Envisionment is a state of mind where the person arranges the world around her to 

understand it (Langer, 1995). This can be adapted to literature reading to ease the 

understanding of the reading and facilitate the readers’ reactions to both the text and the 

world in general. I chose the book Between Shades of Gray based on its well-written content, 

easy to read language, difficult subject, and the fact that the novel is well adapted to touch a 

young audience and capture their interest.  

     Research question: How and why can envisioning young adult literature be used in the 

English as a Second Language classroom?  

     Thesis: By working with Young Adult novels and envisionment building in the ESL-

classroom, there are possibilities to expand students’ language skills and ease the 

understanding of self-perceived life experiences and reactions to the historical and the 

contemporary world. 

     In the sections that follow, I will begin with a short presentation of Judith A. Langer and her 

theories, whose work I will base this essay upon. In the subsequent literature review, I will 

discuss different reading strategies and benefits of teaching literature and YA in relation to 

Langer’s work. In this section, I will furthermore describe why literature, YA literature in 

particular, is beneficial in the ESL-classroom. The following ‘material and method’-section, will 
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present the author of the chosen novel and give a short summary of the plot before a 

discussion of the didactic benefits of using Between Shades of Gray in the classroom when 

teaching ESL. The ‘analysis’-section will consist of extracts from the novel together with 

analyses where I will demonstrate how Between Shades of Gray can be used when building 

envisionments in the ESL-classroom.  Lastly, I will present the conclusion of my findings.  

Judith A. Langer 

Judith A. Langer is an internationally known researcher in literacy learning and Distinguished 

Professor at the University at the Albany, State University of New York. As founder and 

manager of Albany Institute for Research in Education and executive of the Center on English 

Learning and Achievement she studies the literate mind. Among several other elements, she 

explores how educators and schools can work to enable effective learning. Some of Langer’s 

work include: Children Reading and Writing: Structures and Strategies. (1986); Envisioning 

Literature: Literary Understanding and Literature Instruction. (1995) and Envisioning 

Knowledge: Building Literacy in the Academic Disciplines. (In press). 

The literate mind  

In Langer’s speech Developing the literate mind (2004), she sums up the very core of her 

research which is what brought it to my attention and stimulated my interest in her work:  

“My notion of the literate mind involves the kinds of thinking needed not only to do well 

in school, but outside as well. It’s the kind of mind children need to get on in life and 

adults need to keep up with life. It involves the ability to use language and thought to 

gain knowledge, share it and reason with it. We do this when we read, write and use 

the symbols and signs that permeate our society” (1).    

The idea that reading is important in more than one way, that it is the essence of 

communication today; whether it be reading novels, sending text messages, discussing an 

editorial or surfing the Internet, has led Langer to over twenty years of research about the 

literate mind.  

1. Literate Thinking 

To think like a literate person is to participate in the kind of reasoning people do every 

time they read and write – even when they are in a situation where no reading or 

writing is taking part. This means that they can discuss, analyze, and argue based on 
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their preexisting knowledge, using that as a foundation for further learning. When a 

teacher encourages students to analyze their everyday language and stories from their 

surroundings, the students’ ability to write and edit their own texts will increase. Aside 

from that, students will more easily read, criticize and analyze other people’s texts (2-

4). 

 

2. A Sociocognitive View of Literature 

A sociocognitive view of literature means that the use of literacy originates from 

situations where all individuals learn literacy in relation to social conditions in society.  

To have a sociocognitive view enables the understanding of students’ established 

literate knowledge and may ultimately result in more purposeful literacy education at 

school. When the teacher wants her students to achieve higher literacy, she must turn 

to the social contexts and connect that to her education (2-4).  

 

3. Envisionment Building 

The term envisionment is used to describe the understanding that takes place during 

a reading, writing or thinking experience. The teacher needs to see comprehension as 

an ongoing, changing, development. Every envisionment contains an understanding of 

what the students (yet) do not understand, assumptions about how the situation will 

go on, and finally the students’ reactions to the text. The teacher can help the students 

by asking questions that forces the students to step out of the known - and the 

unknown - to go further beyond (2-4).   

 

4. Literary and Informational Understanding 

The fourth concept differentiates between information-getting and content reading 

where the former seeks to “maintain a point of reference” and the latter to “explore 

horizons of possibility” (4). In an information-getting experience the students ask 

questions in order to uncover the understanding. In a content reading experience, 

evaluation and analyzing are part of the understanding process.  The two orientations 

might coexist depending on the subject of the text but one will always be the leading 

one (n.pag).  
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Envisionment explained 

Judith A. Langer, Envisioning Literature - Literary Understanding and Literature Instruction 

(1995) uses the word envisionment to describe a constantly changing “world” of 

understanding which a person possesses during a certain time. When adapted to reading, 

envisionment thus is a text world existing in the readers’ mind. An envisionment, or a text 

world, can never be the same between two or more readers, but is based on the one reader’s 

personal and cultural experiences in relation to the ongoing reading experience. Envisionment 

is a dynamical set of concatenated ideas, pictures, questions, expectations, and premonitions 

which meet the readers’ thoughts (23-4). To better explain the somewhat complex concept 

envisionment, I will use a metaphor to convey the meaning: Imagine that you are out taking a 

walk with a friend. Your friend suddenly stops to say hello to an oncoming person, a woman. 

You do not know anything about this woman except for her physical attributes and the 

assumption that your friend knows her. With these few clues, you start to build your 

envisionment around the woman. You know that it is a young woman, probably in her 30s and 

that she is dressed in active wear and running sneakers. In the beginning your envisionment 

will consist of a few facts and some speculations (you know she is physically active, might she 

be that new girl at the gym your friend has been talking about?). You have an ongoing inner 

conversation which builds your envisionment. Hence, envisionment is not only reserved for 

reading experiences, but occurs constantly. Langer (1995) means that the envisionment, or 

rather the building of envisionment, occurs in four non-linear options or stances, mental 

processes that takes place during the reading (31-6):  

 

1. Being out and stepping into an envisionment 

As readers, experienced or beginners, start to read, they take a step from the “outside 

world” into an envisionment. While reading, they try to gather enough information to 

assume what the text will be about. An inner conversation takes place and because 

the readers yet have very few clues to work with, they try to find as much information 

as possible and, therefore, search wide, rather than deep.  The first stance tends to let 

the readers develop envisionment based on the readers’ own knowledge and 

experience, beside the structures of the text and the clues they grow from reading. 

Again, it is a broad search, used by the readers in the very beginning to make initial 

beliefs and assumptions about the characters, the plot, the environment and how they 
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relate to each other. With that said, the four stances are non-linear and readers may 

return to stance one whenever new information is revealed and/or the readers lose 

focus due to an unknown word or a surprising event in the text. It might also occur at 

the end of a text if the end is very surprising and unexpected.  

 

2. Being in and moving through an envisionment 

With a little help from the clues the readers gathered in the first stance and their own 

knowledge and experience in relation to the text and its context the readers will 

develop ideas. From scratching on the surface, the readers now dive deeper into the 

envisionment using any new information to question motives, feelings, relations, 

causes and effects. The greater the comprehension, the more intrigued the readers 

become by the text. In the second stance, the readers use both knowledge about the 

text, their self, life and the world as they know it, to frame and connect thoughts and 

replace earlier assumptions in order to broaden their own idea about what the text is 

about. 

  

3. Stepping out and rethinking what one knows 

The two first stances let the readers use their own knowledge and experience to create 

order and logic in the envisionment they are building. The third stance acts contrary in 

the way that it lets the readers switch focus from the developing of envisionment to 

what the ideas mean to their own life. In other words, the readers use their existing 

envisionment to reflect upon an idea they had before they began to read the text. The 

envisionment might enlighten and have an impact on the readers’ lives (and vice 

versa). The interaction that occurs in the third stance is not as frequently used as the 

other three stances; far from all texts affect readers’ own life in a way that makes them 

reflect upon it.  

 

4. Stepping out and objectifying the experience 

The experience is in this case the readers’ envisionment. In the fourth stance, they take 

a step back to rethink and analyze the reading experience and the text in relation to 

other literary works as well as to self-perceived experiences. Focus in the fourth stance 

lies upon the structural elements of the text and why the text is important. The readers 
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become the critics who (sometimes) analyzes and sees the text from a critical 

perspective.  

 

To better understand the four stances, Langer’s Thinking and Doing Literature (1997) refers to 

them as “vantage points” from where the readers have an overview (n.pag). As said before, 

Langer (1995) states that the four stances might occur several times during the reading, in no 

specific order. They might also exist after finished reading, in a discussion or writing 

assignment connected to the text. Overall, the more texts the readers assimilate and the more 

life experience they have, the greater their envisionment will be. To sum up the four stances, 

the first and the second is all about building the envisionment. The third stance focuses on the 

readers’ own knowledge about the real world and the fourth stance objectifies the reading 

and lets the readers look at their envisionment from a critical perspective (35-6) According to 

Langer (1995), literature studies during school years might cherish and develop a critical 

thinking that switches between subjective and objective experiences. The objective approach 

lets the readers distance themselves from their feelings and preconceptions. This enables 

them to stay neutral and logical when analyzing and evaluating how things relate to each 

other. The subjective approach allows the readers to search for meaning within themselves. 

A way of sympathizing with the fellow man, approaching an idea from another human being’s 

point of view (17-20). Langer’s four stances of envisionment building can be compared to what 

The English Oxford living Dictionaries categorizes as metacognitive: “Awareness and 

understanding of one's own thought processes”. As reported by Langer, reading 

comprehension takes active work from the readers whom must learn how to be aware of and 

make use of the four stances. 

 

Literature Review  

Langer’s literacy research is preceded by behavioristic theories during the mid-20th century. 

In the 1980s, researchers began to consider interactions between readers and text and think 

of reading as a cognitive and social process. Langer has since then developed and elaborated 

the sociocognitive view on literacy. It seems her work has had impact on the design of the 

National Agency of Education in Sweden’s (2011) curriculum for the Swedish school subject: 

“Teaching should also lead to students developing their ability to use fiction and other types 
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of texts, as well as film and other media, as a source of self-awareness and understanding of 

other people's experiences, living conditions, thinking and conceptual worlds [emphasis 

added]” (1). The curriculum comes in two versions, Swedish and English, and even though they 

chose the term ‘conceptual worlds’ in the English translation, the direct translation 

föreställningsvärldar2 is used in the Swedish document.  

 

Other voices about reading strategies 

Just as Langer, Maria Jönsson and Anders Öhman (2015), examine students’ interpretive 

reading skills. They agree with Langer that reading involves certain reading strategies. Another 

important aspect, also highlighted in Langer’s research, is the notion that understanding a text 

requires students to connect the text to what they already know and have experienced before, 

during and after the reading. To achieve this kind of connection with the text, one solution is 

to teach reading strategies to increase the students’ comprehension (130). Jönsson and 

Öhman point out that working explicitly with reading strategies in the classroom might 

increase reading comprehension in a way that allows students learning how to “move around” 

in the text. Unlike Langer, for whom “moving around” means inside the envisionments, 

Jönsson and Öhman refer to the ability to choose between deep or shallow reading, critical 

reading, and the ability to compare the text to other works and other experiences. During the 

work of illustrating and applying different reading strategies in the classroom, Jönsson an 

Öhman emphasize that it is important that all strategies are used together and not one by 

one; a “good” reader is characterized by mixing several strategies at the same time (143). To 

not use just one strategy or use them in a specific order is consistent with the way Langer 

describes her envisionments as non-linear and overlapping. According to Jönsson and Öhman, 

the teacher needs to set an example the students can be expected to follow which, in contrast 

to Langer who does the opposite, puts focus on the teacher and lets her be the experienced 

one who possesses the right knowledge to use the reading strategies and teach them. Langer, 

on the other hand, indicates that envisionment is something that all people are using every 

day and thereby that every student holds the best knowledge of creating an envisionment of 

their own with the help of questions asked by a teacher. 

                                                           
2 Envisionments. 
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In his book Samtalets möjligheter: om litteratursamtal och litteraturreception i skolan, Michael 

Tengberg (2011) focuses on the importance of the conversation between the teacher and the 

students and the conversation between students about the text. The discussion about the 

literary work aims to help the students understand the text through different kinds of reading 

(196). One of the strategies is called metacognitive reading and reoccurs both within Langer 

and Jönsson and Öhman’s research and findings; In metacognitive reading, readers are 

encouraged to reflect about their own part of the text’s construction, for example with the 

help of inner pictures. Metacognitive reading can be said to be about ‘conscious reading’, a 

way of reading that allows the readers to retell thoughts and feelings after the finished reading 

(224). In relation to Langer’s four stances, metacognitive reading is present in every step of 

her envisionment building. It is never left to stand on its own but is a common theme in every 

step.  

     A third voice in the debate about fiction-based learning is contributed by Mary 

Ingemansson (2016). Ingemansson’s work is largely based on Langer’s literature research. 

High literacy, in Ingemansson’s view, is fundamental for students’ ability to closely read a text. 

Just as Langer, Ingemansson believes that the literature discussion is essential to master a 

close reading. She states that when students reflect upon the text, the understanding of that 

text increases in the succeeding discussion. To fully master a literature discussion, it is 

necessary to make careful text choices. Factors to be considered are genre, language and 

layout of the text and the teacher needs to choose a text by how well it suits the didactic 

purpose. The book should always be chosen by a teacher or a librarian who knows the class 

that are going to read it and the level of the book must not be too hard nor too easy for its 

age group. To perform a proper text selection, the teacher needs to have good knowledge 

about different fiction genres as well as know how to use them in her teaching. Good 

knowledge about young adult literature is necessary, where titles suitable for a certain age, 

genre knowledge as well as knowledge in relation to other school subjects is central. Most 

important is that the text is problematizing in order to deepen the following literature 

discussion. Problematizing does not necessarily mean that it includes an actual problem or 

that it is hard to read and understand but rather that it includes something that can be read 

between the lines, like knowledge, ethical questions or reflections.  

     If a teacher fully masters the literary discussions and the right conditions occur, students 

will understand what a literary discussion should offer on a metacognitive level. They will 
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understand why rereading is important but they still need information about different reading 

strategies and information about the fact that good reading comes from a mix of several 

reading strategies. When students read a text, they need to be able to identify the main 

theme, explain or show that they have understood what they just read, compare the text to 

their own experiences and to previous read literature, predict what will happen next in the 

text, generalize and make conclusions as well as describe style and structure (28-34). 

Ingemansson also discusses and elaborates Langer´s four stances in envisionment building.  

     According to Ingemansson´s experience, the four stances might, just as Langer says, occur 

in any given order. However, Ingemansson believes that the readers should always go through 

the first two phases before moving on to the third one. Ingemansson is careful to explain that 

the transition can happen both ways and when comprehension cannot be reached, the 

process of envisionment building stops. The building process should, therefore, be a core issue 

to the teacher since the process will stop when the students lack understanding. Ingemansson 

draws the conclusion that early use of literature discussions can rectify this. She continues 

with the notion that not all readers will reach the third phase since the text does not concern 

them. If that is the case, there will be an absence of further interpretation. It is first when the 

readers have a great preunderstanding that both phases can be gone through immediately 

and, thereby, continue building their envisionment. It is in the third phase, where the readers 

stop to “step out and rethink what she knows”, a deeper understanding and expanded 

consciousness can take place. The third phase is also the place all students repeatedly must 

reach to be considered close readers (55-6).  

 

Why literature?  

For educators to make use of Langer’s ideas in the ESL classroom they must start by choosing 

appropriate literature. Therefore, I will enclose a section of findings about why Young Adult 

Literature is well suited for teaching fiction. Firstly, though, I will briefly provide some voices 

on why literature generally is favorable when teaching English as a second language. 

     Muhammed A. Chalikendy writes in Literature: A Natural Source for Teaching English in ESL/ 

EFL Classrooms (2015) that there is a difference between ‘language teaching through 

literature’ and ‘literature teaching’. Where literature teaching focuses on the specific literary 

work, language teaching through literature uses the text as a means to achieve the goal: a new 



  

13 
 

language (228-9). Chalikendy further states that literature can add an expressive context for 

language learning due to its authenticity. If the students are exposed to the “real” language, 

they will automatically be exposed to “real” life. By using literature as a method to teach a 

foreign language, the students will be exposed to an authentic language, rather than the often 

somewhat predictable textbook examples. Through literature, students will gain a deeper 

understanding of the language’s vitality, seeing that it is merely not a static object but a way 

to express yourself (228).  

     Kathy Hall et al. elaborates in International Handbook of Research on Children's Literacy, 

Learning and Culture (edited by Sue Ellis and Cassandra S. Coddington) (2013). They state that 

students who develop reading engagement are likely to benefit from long term effects such 

as language attainment. Hall et al. also claim that young adults who participate in reading 

activities, more often than nonreaders are involved in civic activities and have liberal views up 

to as far as thirty years later in life. This is independent of variables that otherwise might 

matter, like gender, educational level and socio-economic status (228-9).                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                    

The willingness to be a part of a society, as Hall et al. mention can be tied to another reason 

to use literature when teaching ESL: The connection between reading and a well-developed 

sense of empathy.  

     Empathy is defined by the Oxford Web Dictionary (2017) as “the ability to understand and 

share the feelings of another” (n. pag). Thus, to have empathy means the ability to understand 

other people’s feelings and actions whether the person agrees or not. 

       As stated by Suzanne Keen in Empathy and the novel (2007), that bond and awareness of 

the positive aspects, both cognitively and emotionally, can be traced back to the mid-19th 

century (81). P. Matthjis Bal and Martijn Veltkamp continue on the theme of empathy in their 

article “How Does Fiction Reading Influence Empathy? An Experimental Investigation on the 

Role of Emotional Transportation” (2013). The authors report that fiction reading might have 

vast effects on readers’ empathic skills. They claim that fiction reading triggers feelings within 

readers, feelings strong enough to have a long-lasting impression. Since fiction can be said to 

act as a simulation to the real world, readers will elicit real consequences from the text. A 

reason that fiction readers sympathize and connect emotionally to a story’s characters is the 

fact that readers usually identify with the characters in the story. When the character the 

readers identify with goes through certain events in the text, the readers are able to 

experience those events as self-perceived. A reading experience is thus a practice in being 
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empathic and compassionate (2). As this essay moves on, the focus will shift from literature in 

general to what is known as Young Adult literature. Since the research I have presented on 

literature is applicable to all kinds of literature, I will now adjust the chosen literature to fit 

ESL-teaching in the upper secondary school.  

 

Young Adult Literature  

Before I move on to the didactic aspects of using Young Adult Literature when teaching 

envisionment building, I will give a clarification of the concept. I will follow Maria Nikolajeva’s 

Barnbokens byggklossar3 (1998) example of describing Young Adult literature as literature 

that is “written, published, marketed, and studied by experts with children as its main 

audience” (12)4. By the term ‘children’, I, as well as Nikolajeva, refer to young people up to 

18-years-old. Nikolajeva indicates that it is important to make a difference between YA fiction 

and the reader. She argues that the literature by itself cannot be defined by the person who 

reads it (11). E.g. adults can read children’s literature and vice versa. Furthermore, she notes 

that some novels may change their audience over time, so-called crossover fiction (Nikolajeva, 

11)5. 

     In Gay Ivey and Peter H. Johnston’s opinion, Engagement with Young Adult Literature: 

Outcomes and Processes (2013), YA literature is well suited for use in teaching as a tool for 

what they call engaged reading. Engaged reading is defined as “[a] strategic and motivated 

interaction with text” (256). Engaged reading can be compared to Langer’s envisionment 

building and Ingemansson’s close reading as well as the other reading strategies mentioned 

above. Ivey and Johnston also claim that YA literature often provides good examples of the 

everyday challenges that a teenager might go through. An important part of YA literature is 

that it helps the readers to create a meaning of the world within the text, as well as giving the 

readers a chance to seek for connections to other people outside the text. In other words, an 

excellent choice of literature for the person who wants to make use of Langer’s envisionment 

building. In her article Using Young Adult Literature with Adolescent Learners of English (2009), 

Elisabeth L. Watts agrees with Ivey and Johnston on the choice of using YA literature as a tool 

for teaching. Watts believes that “thematic issues of self-discovery and family and peer 

                                                           
3 Children’s book building blocks. (My translation). 
4 My translation. 
5 My translation. 
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relationships […] might be of particular interest to adolescent English learners; they are 

attempting to answer the questions of adolescence, ‘Who am I? Who am I in relation to 

others?’” (n.pag). In addition, Watts addresses the issue of the distance between the English 

learner and his or her own world and a different culture that might be presented in a novel 

written in English. Since the English learners are not native speakers, they have greater gaps 

to fill before they can conquer the whole story. Watts thinks, that by using YA literature that 

reflects the young readers’ thoughts and concerns, the adolescent readers will more easily 

understand the context of the novel. This might also be helpful when it comes to incorporating 

envisionment building during the reading. 

     Ivey and Johnston give evidence that engaged reading of YA literature made the students 

(who took part in their research) not only read more in school, but also at home. Apart from 

the increased reading, the students and their teachers reported a resurgence in the students’ 

dialogical relationships (the ability to move inside the imaginative world) within the books 

they read. Another noticeable change amongst the students was that “there were shifts in 

students’ self-perceptions as readers, evident in clear declarations of identity. The shifts from 

a fixed view of identity to an understanding of the possibility of change […] and thus toward 

the conscious shaping of students’ own futures extended beyond identity as reader” (262). As 

stated by Ivey and Johnston, the ability to understand that a person may change leads to an 

extended social imagination (262). The students in the study showed that they could apply 

their own feelings and thoughts to another person, as well as recognizing the other person’s 

actions and feelings in themselves (Ivey and Johnston, 262-63). Like Ivey and Johnston, Watts 

reports that her students showed an increased understanding of the texts they read. She also 

found the students understood that “the meaning did not reside in the text, but that it lived 

in their transaction with the text and the personal experiences called up by it” (n.pag).  With 

the YA novels as a starting point, Watts’s students could reflect on their personal relationships. 

The same was noticed in Ivey and Johnston’s study: “Students reported taking a different 

moral stance, particularly being slower to judge and being prepared to act to prevent 

inequities” (264). The students were more open to new and different ways of thinking and 

they showed a greater interest in listening to what others had to say. Thus, both Ivey and 

Johnston’s and Watt’s research confirm that YA literature reading fosters readers toward 

empathy for other people. 
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In the curriculum for the Swedish upper secondary school, it is stated that the Swedish school 

should teach its students how to “empathize with and understand the situation of other 

people, and develop a willingness to act with their best interests at heart” (10). Ivey and 

Johnston’s, as well as Watts’ findings, all correspond to an increased awareness of emotions 

within the adolescent when reading YA literature. This aligns with the Swedish National 

Agency for Education’s guidelines for the curriculum for upper secondary school. Ivey and 

Johnston argue that the important part of YA literature is that it lets students deal with topics 

through written events and thoughts that they can relate to in their everyday lives (257).  

     Finally, Watts agrees with Chalikendy (2015) that YA fiction facilitates the students’ ability 

to understand and assimilate the meaning of the novel. YA fiction is an asset to English 

learners; since they are confronted with learning a whole new culture, it helps the students 

to, in an easy and transparent manner, take part in the new culture while at the same time 

discovering likenesses between themselves and the young people in the literature (n. pag). 

      Janice Bland and Christiane Lütge write about literature well suited for ESL teaching in 

Children’s literature in second language education (2013). Bland and Lütge believe what they 

refer to as ‘multilayered literature’ is suitable to ESL teaching; in other words, texts that can 

be read in many ways and at many levels. Young Adult fiction is considered to be great 

multilayered literature since it, as Nikolajeva mentions above, often can be categorized as 

crossover fiction and thus aimed to both children and adults (2). Further, Young Adult 

Literature is desirable to use in ESL teaching due to its ability to teach language usage. 

Students (or teachers) who want to reach a deep understanding about a language should read 

literary texts in that language (2). Just as Ingemansson (2016), Bland and Lütge argue, in order 

to achieve best possible YA in the classroom, it is of uttermost importance that books are 

chosen by a teacher or librarian with excellent knowledge about the readers and YA literature 

in general. Without a good school library, which holds a broad variety of YA, it is almost 

impossible to educate good readers (3).  

     Another aspect highlighted by Bland and Lütge is the importance of educating university 

students in teacher education about how to properly choose “complex yet linguistically (5)” 

YA literature. In other words, teacher students should gain knowledge about appropriate YA 

literature that fit ESL learners. This might mean choosing a book originally written for a 

younger age of mother tongue readers that still is usable for the one or two-years older ESL-

students. However, it is not enough to simply pick the best literature; the typical ESL class 
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consists of students from different parts of the world and from different socio-economical 

layers of the society. This puts pressure on teachers to wisely implement their chosen YA 

literature in the classroom. The universities should, therefore, aim to educate future teachers 

about YA literature that leads to sophisticated discussions in the classroom.    

   To lead a sophisticated literature discussion, the teacher themselves need to be a 

sophisticated reader to begin with. In order to choose appropriate literature in ESL-teaching, 

teacher students also need to understand that there is a connection between the ESL 

classroom and the student’s “real worlds”.  This might lead to a step away from the school 

canon of literary texts in favor of YA literature that is better suited for the ESL students (5-8). 

As confirmed above by Kathy et Al; Keen and Bal and Veltkamp, Bland and Lütge claim that 

language teaching collaborates with emotional development through the use of high quality 

YA literature. Using YA literature in the classroom can lead to the cultivation of positive 

emotions toward the own person as well as the fellow human being (8). In relation to Langer’s 

(1995) envisionments, Bland and Lütge describe the value of mastering imagining and 

envisioning inner pictures when reading. They claim that  

 

“[t]he relationship between images and imagining, creativity, emotions and the 

empowering of language learning is crucial. High-quality children’s literature can help 

students learn to map the world story by story, while successively acquiring 

competences such as visual, literary and intercultural literacy, concurrently with 

language acquisition” (5). 

 

In other words, they connect envisionment building to an essential part of learning a second 

language. The right children’s literature is of good help for students to comprehend the world 

around them while at the same time acquiring a new language.  

Material and Method 
I have chosen three extracts from Ruta Sepetys’s young adult novel Between Shades of Gray 

(2011), to explain how YA literature could be used in envisionment building in the ESL 

classroom. In this section, I will begin with an author biography and continue with a summary 

of the plot. Thereafter, I will explain why Between Shades of Gray is suitable for teaching. 
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Author Biography  
Ruta Sepetys, author of Between Shades of Gray, was born and raised in Michigan 1967. 

Sepetys’ father fled Lithuania during World War Two when the Baltic States were under the 

regime of Joseph Stalin. Sepetys describes her upbringing in the United States as artistic and 

musical. Her aesthetic upbringing led to her studying opera at the university and later working 

in the music industry in the United States. Between Shades of Gray (2011) is Sepetys’s debut 

novel and it has been awarded nationally as well as internationally. In Lithuania, she has been 

awarded “The Cross of the Knight” by the President of Lithuania, for her contributions to 

education and culture. The novel is at present translated into several languages and published 

in 45 countries worldwide. Sepetys is currently living in Nashville, Tennessee and her second 

novel Out of the Easy was published in 2013. 

 

Plot 
Lithuania, 1941. The protagonist and narrator of the novel is an artistic 15-year old girl from 

Kaunas, Lithuania. She loves to draw and write and has just been accepted to art school. One 

night, the secret police (NKVD) beat on Lina’s family’s door. Together with her mother and her 

10-year old brother, Lina is separated from her father and deported. The small family embarks 

on a long and arduous train ride without knowing the end station – the Gulag camps in Siberia. 

Once in the camps, they have to work hard under dreadful conditions and every day is a 

struggle to endure. Lina and her family live through many atrocious events, surviving only on 

love, hope and willpower.  

 

Between Shades of Gray in the ESL classroom 
There are several reasons why I choose to work with Between Shades of Gray. First, the book 

is well written and internationally acknowledged. The story is captivating and the young 

readers easily identify with the quite casual protagonist and/or the other characters in the 

novel. The protagonist is 15 years old in the beginning of the novel. She is coming of age during 

the story, experiencing feelings and events many teenagers can relate to.  Even though the 

novel from time to time depicts awful events, it keeps readers in hope and it ends in an 

auspicious way. Secondly, the novel is readable and the book is written in short chapters that 

make readers continue reading. Thirdly, the theme of the novel is important and often 

forgotten and underrepresented due to the vast amount of literature and education published 
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about another genocide, the Holocaust. Research on how to teach Stalin’s genocide in the 

Soviet Union, through fiction, is yet nowhere near as widespread as the research on the 

Holocaust. This might have several different explanations, e.g. Stalin’s intimidation and the 

Soviet Union’s fall as late as 1991 compared to the relatively long time period that has passed 

since the Holocaust. The fact that my own grandmother fled from Stalin’s regime in Estonia 

during World War II has influenced the choice of novel as well.  

     The Soviet Union was formed in 1922. During 1927-1953, the dictator Joseph Stalin 

governed the Soviet Union. His aim was to reform the Soviet states by implementing total 

control over the economy, collectivize the agriculture and develop the country’s 

manufacturing. The citizens were not allowed to own anything of their own. Everything 

belonged to the state and the Communist Party was the only political party that existed. Since 

all crops were confiscated by the state, the production decreased and the collectivization 

caused a major famine that affected many people. In 1940, Joseph Stalin occupied the Baltic 

States and forced them to be a part of the Soviet Union. 

     Germany attacked the Soviet Union in 1941 and freed the Baltic States from the Soviet 

Union. As a result of the attack by Germany, the Soviet Union became one of the allied 

countries in the Second World War. While the war raged on the Eastern Front, Stalin 

performed systematic purges on citizens who posed a threat to the communist state. 

Everyone with a different opinion than Stalin was executed or sent away to the Gulag camps. 

      Gulag is the name of the Soviet concentration camps set in Siberia, where people were 

deported as prison -or labor workers. By sending people to the camps, Stalin eliminated  

disturbing elements (dissidents), while, at the same time, those people were forced to work 

in the production to serve the Soviet Union. The conditions in the camps were beneath all 

criticism, millions of people died on their way there, or during their time in the camps. Many 

prisoners were sent to the camps not knowing why they were imprisoned. (Nilsson, Olofsson 

and Uppström (2013); Körner and Lagheim (2002); Almgren, Löwgren and Bergström (2002)). 

      Without sufficient research material to apply to my chosen novel, Between Shades of Gray, 

I claim that the two events, the Holocaust and Stalin’s genocide in the Soviet Union, hold some 

likenesses. For example, they both took place during the same time period, in the same part 

of the world and by two equally atrocious dictators. Additionally, education about the 

Holocaust and the Soviet Union both contain sensitive material, the need for historical 

authenticity and ways of dealing with horrifying events. Therefore, to motivate my choice of 
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novel, I have chosen research material based on teaching the Holocaust. Differences between 

the two events that might be of interest in relation to my research is the pursuit of a specific 

people, i.e. the Jews and the making of an Arian race, compared to Stalin’s hunt for dissidents 

amongst common people.  

     Sarah D. Jordan writes in ”Educating without Overwhelming: Authorial Strategies in 

Children’s Holocaust Literature” (2004), that the best way to educate youngsters about 

sensitive topics is through fiction written for young people: “Through fictionalized accounts, 

often told through a child’s point of view, children today can take on, for a moment, the 

perspective of a child who lived during the Holocaust and perhaps begin to address their own 

questions on what it was like and how it could have happened” (200). She argues that it is 

essential to prevent young readers from information that is too graphically described, since it 

could result in undesirable emotions that are too hard for the adolescent to handle. An 

important thing to remember, Jordan states, is that not all YA literature that deals with the 

Holocaust is automatically well suited to use in teaching (200). There is a great variety of works 

on the subject, and the educator must be selective in his or her choice. Books that work well 

with adolescents are often novels where the author “knowingly uses strategies that present 

the information in a less threatening way, educating children without overwhelming them” 

(200). Thus, it is an advantage to use novels written by an author who provides a balanced 

picture, in the way that he or she does not omit neither good nor evil, but does not linger on 

disturbing details (200). The importance of withholding is also something that is noted by 

Rogers. She explains that the withholding of graphic and disturbing elements is often avoided 

in YA literature because of the lack of heroism and hope (n.pag). Rogers’s concerns on teaching 

YA fiction to adolescents is not only on the difficulty of choosing novels that are not too 

revealing and presumably emotionally disturbing to young readers, but also in how educators 

can teach this kind of historical events without “mythologizing or idealizing, without seeking 

redemption, or catharsis, or some kind of finished representation of what it means to come 

of age during the Holocaust” (n.pag).  

     Kirk brings the issue of choosing YA fiction that authentically represents the history. Kirk 

says that since time passes, newly published works are written by the second or third 

generation. The more recently published works, being written such a long time after the war 

took place, makes the reliability weaker, compared with the earlier publications which were 

written by eyewitnesses or first-hand sources. Because of the presence of Holocaust denial in 
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our culture, authors of Holocaust literature have the responsibility to represent historic detail 

in a particular way. Increasingly, the past is only accessible through documents, archives and 

artifacts; therefore, our knowledge of the past is always mediated and determined by prior 

textualizations or representations - the past is only knowable as text. (17). Kirk also believes 

that fiction about the Holocaust is hard to produce at all, and with a culture where a denial of 

the Holocaust is present, it becomes even more complicated to produce relevant material that 

is fitting to teach in the classroom. It puts high demands on both the author of the work, and 

the teacher who will use it to educate students (16-17). 

     The next issue raised by Kirk connects to Rogers’s (2005) concern about why the Holocaust 

should be taught in schools. Kirk says the most common explanation to why the Holocaust is 

taught in schools, in the Western part of the world, is “fueled by the pedagogical justification 

of remembrance” (22). That is, to avoid that history repeats itself, we must learn about the 

atrocity that took place during World War Two. Therefore, when using YA literature in 

teaching, one must choose fiction that does not compromise on the historical authenticity. 

Sepetys, author of Between Shades of Gray, is the daughter of a survival of the Gulag Camps. 

The content of the book is based on Sepetys family’s stories and experiences during Stalin’s 

regime in the Soviet Union. The fact that the novel is written by a second-generation refugee 

and not someone from the first-generation might decrease the credibility somewhat. 

However, Sepetys is still a trustworthy teller who brings justice to the story with great 

historical authenticity. Furthermore, Kirk states that, even if YA war-fiction often might be 

categorized as adventure stories, there is almost always an underlying didactic thought-

process behind it. The didactic process might be raising the moral question of war or patriotic 

value or, an important lesson according to Kirk, it might give students valuable tools for 

choosing peace over war if given an opportunity (23). 

 

Ethical aspects  
Swedish classrooms of today hold a broad variety of students from all over the world, to whom 

the topics of war and flight can be sensitive. The chosen novel Between Shades of Gray, or the 

following text discussion, might bring up difficult emotions within students who carry similar 

experiences. Accordingly, I find it wise to include a section that shows how you as an educator 

could approach difficult issues in your teaching.  
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Berman, Sheldon, Diener, Sam, Dieringe Larry and Lantieri Linda explain in “Talking with 

Children about War and Violence in the World” (2013) how to teach and discuss delicate 

subjects in school. According to them, it is best to start the discussion by asking the students 

questions about their actual previous knowledge, follow up with what they think they know 

and finish with any questions they have on the subject. The authors continue by stating that 

it is by “helping students to be conscious about the ideas, values, and evidence upon which 

they make their own decisions [that] is the best preparation for democratic participation as 

adults” (16). This builds a solid ground from which ethical issues can be examined. The authors 

also emphasise that it can be challenging for the teacher to come up with “good questions [to] 

help students to develop critical thinking skills and forge a deeper understanding of issues like 

this one” (18). Satisfactory questions are questions that help students to deal with and 

understand the specific issues of the war or conflict being discussed (in this case, Stalin’s 

genocide).  

     Regarding any cases where the teacher knows beforehand about students that have 

experienced war, either by themselves or through relatives, Berman et. Al believe that it is 

best if the teacher can talk to those students before class. The teacher needs to make sure 

that the students understand that she or he is aware of possible difficult emotions. The 

teacher also needs to make clear that those students have a choice in participating in the 

discussion or not. It is especially important to emphasize that the teacher will be there for the 

students during the discussion. Berman et. Al also suggest that the teacher asks the students 

if they would like to speak to the class, in order to get their voices heard and at the same time 

educate their peers about their experiences. Berman et. Al finish by explaining the importance 

of a well-developed crisis management team and that a teacher never should try to predict 

students’ behavior or emotional reactions, but rather ask her or him what she or he needs 

right now (20-21).  

Analysis  

Excerpts from Between Shades of Gray 
With the help of Langer’s four stances for envisionment building, I will now show three 

examples of how an ESL teacher could work with Between Shades of Gray in the ESL classroom. 

The didactic process will, except for the four stances, look to Langer’s (1995) education 

strategies to succeed in the classroom.  
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     According to Langer, there is no fixed template for either students or teachers to relate to 

when working with envisionments. There is rather a framework, or theoretical standpoints, 

regarding how to categorize learning and knowledge. These theoretical standpoints need to 

be the center of the teacher’s goal as well as the center of the students’ understanding of 

the teaching. The common standpoints are: the importance of building envisionments and 

exploring possibilities; the necessity of students learning how to control and explore their 

envisionments so that they can move towards a deeper understanding; and the use of 

literature as a social, personal, critical, and cognitive development (76). 

     As reported by Langer (1995), literature teaching has for a long time been permeated by a 

shallow understanding consisting of answering questions with a correct key. To work with 

envisionment in literature is to accept that all students are competent and thoughtful 

individuals who respond to literature by thinking. When building envisionments in the 

classroom, there are no right answers and no key sheet but a curiousness about how students’ 

minds work. This type of envisionment building rely on four principles, where the first one is 

tied to the general envisionment building in life, mentioned in the beginning of this essay: 

Students are treated as life-long envisionment builders. As in the example with the running 

girl in the beginning of the essay, all people engage in envisionment building throughout their 

lives in an attempt to understand themselves and their surroundings.     

Effective education, as well as effective learning, lean on the idea that students use their 

experience to create envisionments in literature. Teachers need to believe that every student 

is capable of meaning making in every literary experience. The second principle: Questions 

that are at the center of the literary experience, are very literal. During the envisionment 

building process, students are expected to have questions about their interpretations. The 

questions can range from: what might happen next to how is this related to my own reality or 

to intertextual connections. These kinds of questions are, as stated before, asked every day to 

make meaning to literary experiences outside of school, after being at the movies or while 

discussing a bestseller, for example. Questions indicate that a person actively creates an 

envisionment, they act as a proof of her being a literary thinker. In the classroom, teachers 

need to look upon questions as central to developing an understanding. This will result in 

students taking one step further, not only answering the questions but also contemplating 

over several alternatives and developing new problems.       
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The third principle concerns the classroom environment: Students are expected to develop 

and expand their understandings. In the company of others, students explore their ideas by 

interacting with the group. This leads to new possibilities and new perspectives. By building 

envisionments together, students are given the chance to both individually and collectively 

reconsider their initial interpretations, ask questions and go deeper into the text. The fourth 

and last principle is that students and teachers assume that multiple perspectives are useful. 

An envisionment building classroom needs to be open to different perspectives. When taken 

into consideration, a new perspective can be helpful in several ways: as a way of helping 

students reflect about thoughts they initially did not discover; confronting their own thoughts 

in a more analytical way compared to other’s; working on meeting other people’s thoughts 

and ideas; and/or developing interpretations based on a specific approach to a subject. The 

fourth principle does not only apply to the students’ own perceptions but contributes with 

layers of complexity and an increased level of maturity in relation to their envisionments and 

to themselves, their lives and the world. Adopting different perspectives is a way of 

developing, challenging and determining one’s own opinions and to realize why different 

people have different interpretations and experiences (76-81). 

     The didactic process will, except for the four stances mentioned above, look to Langer’s 

(1995) education strategies to succeed in the classroom where the teacher plays an active role 

in the students’ envisionment building. Everything she or he does or does not do has an impact 

on the mutual interaction that takes place in the classroom. Literature teaching is a social 

activity and it requires a responsive teacher who takes the participants’ personalities and 

experiences into consideration. To best understand which kind of education a specific group 

crave, the teacher needs to step into the conversation and see things from the students’ 

perspective. An envisionment building classroom is a classroom where everybody makes an 

effort to understand what other people think. When someone does not fully grasp a situation, 

the other people in the classroom step in to help, whether it be a peer or a teacher. 

Envisionment building relies on meaningful interactions at that specific time and place. The 

focus is on the discussion and the support of each other’s reactions and interactions. To 

achieve this, the students must understand how a discussion can help them to develop their 

own envisionments. The teacher’s knowledge is, of course, essential here. She or he needs to 

try and sort out what their students are trying to say and make sure that the other students 

understand what is being said. A teacher’s help when woven into the communication and the 
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cooperation of the class is the basis for the students’ literary expansion.  In a literary discussion 

or conversation, students must have knowledge about how to talk to each other, question, 

agree and disagree. In that way, they can challenge each other’s thought processes and push 

each other forward. All students are different, some are “talkers” and some of them prefer to 

listen and contemplate. To accomplish a literary discussion that leads to envisionment 

building, all students need to be able to both talk and listen, at the right time. To make this 

happen, the teacher must create a classroom climate based on shared communication where 

neither the teacher or any of the students hold all knowledge. A teacher in a collaborative 

classroom offer two kinds of support: help to participate in the discussion and help to process 

what is being said (101-3). To build a positive learning environment takes time but is essential 

to ensure that the students get the most out of all education. Preferably, the climate is built 

on good relationships, trust and communication, which is something that students ideally 

should carry with them from kindergarten.  

     The following are didactic approaches that are applicable to three excerpts from Between 

Shades of Gray (2011), by Ruta Sepetys: 

Extract 1 
They took me in my nightgown. 
    Thinking back, the signs were there-family photos burned in the fire place, Mother sewing her best 
silver and jewelry into the lining of her coat late at night, and Papa not returning from work. My 
younger brother, Jonas, was asking questions. I asked questions, too, but perhaps I refused to 
acknowledge the signs. Only later did I realize that Mother and Father intended we escape. We did not 
escape. 
     We were taken. 
     June 14, 1941. I had changed into my nightgown and settled in at my desk to write my cousin Joana 
a letter. I opened a new ivory writing tablet and a case of pens and pencils, a gift from my aunt for my 
fifteenth birthday.  
     The evening breeze floated through the open window over my desk, waltzing the curtain from side 
to side. I could smell the lily of the valley that Mother and I had planted two years ago. Dear Joana. 
     It wasn’t a knocking. It was an urgent booming that made me jump in my chair. Fists pounded on 
our front door. No one stirred inside the house. I left my desk and peered out into the hallway. My 
mother stood flat against the wall facing our framed map of Lithuania, her eyes closed and her face 
pulled with an anxiety I had never seen. She was praying. 
     “Mother,” said Jonas, only one of his blue eyes visible through the crack in his door, “are you going 
to open it? It sounds as if they might break it down.” 
     Mother’s head turned to see both Jonas and me peering out of our rooms. She attempted a forced 
smile. “Yes, darling. I will open the door. I won’t let anyone break down out door.” 
     The heels of her shoes echoed down the wooden floor of the hallway and her long, thin skirt swayed 
about her ankles. Mother was elegant and beautiful, stunning in fact, with an unusually wide smile 
that lit up everything around her. I was fortunate to have Mother’s honey-colored hair and bright blue 
eyes. Jonas had her smile. 
     Loud voices thundered from the foyer. 



  

26 
 

     “NKVD!” whispered Jonas, growing pale. “Tadas said they took his neighbors away in a truck. They’re 
arresting people.” 
     “No. Not here,” I replied. The Soviet secret police had no business at our house. I walked down the 
hallway to listen and peeked around the corner. Jonas was right. Three NKVD officers had Mother 
encircled. They wore blue hats with a red border and a gold star above the brim. A tall officer had our 
passports in his hand.  
     “We need more time. We’ll be ready in the morning,” Mother said. 
     “Twenty minutes-or you won’t live to see morning,” said the officer. 
     “Please, lower your voice. I have children,” whispered mother. 
     “Twenty minutes,” the officer barked. He threw his burning cigarette onto our clean living room 
floor and ground it into the wood with his boot. 
     We were about to become cigarettes (3-5). 

 

To begin the literary conversation about the extract above, and help the students to take a 

first step into an envisionment, the teacher needs to support the students’ thought process. 

This can be done by: focusing; interconnecting; forming and raising the level of the discussion. 

The first step, after the students have read the text, is for the teacher to invite the students to 

participate in a whole class discussion. This is best done with the teacher asking a simple 

question about what the students thought of the text and what the narrator is trying to 

mediate to the readers: “What do you think of the text? What do you think the narrator is 

trying to say?”. To these questions, the teacher will (hopefully) get different answers that 

allow all students to reconsider and negotiate their primary understanding. To get the 

discussion going, the teacher might need to invite more students to participate in the 

discussion. Possible answers to the extract above are for example answers and questions 

about who the narrator is and answers and questions about where the scene takes place.  

When the students speak about the text, the teacher’s role is to step in and put focus on 

important thoughts and questions. As an example, focus might be put on why the students 

think the narrator (Lina) is a girl or a boy and how old she/he is .  

     The second step is for the teacher to help the students move around in their envisionments. 

This can be done by asking students to illustrate and clarify their thought process. For 

example, one student might believe that the narrator is a girl, based on the information that 

she is wearing a nightgown but another student might believe that back in the 1940s both 

boys and girls wore nightgowns. By orchestrating the discussion, the teacher mediates 

between students’ different interpretations. It is essential for the teacher to form the 

discussion by showing how the students should speak to each other and how they can connect 

each other’s thoughts and extend their thinking. Whenever a student does not fully 
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comprehend the discussion, the teacher needs to be there and focus on easing that student’s 

understanding with the help of other students by making the other students clarify and 

rephrase their words; “Can you say that in another way?”. 

     Step three and four are about helping the students to rethink what they know and take a 

step back to objectify their experience. At this stage, there should be several thoughts to 

discuss. To stop the discussion from going in circles, the teacher now must raise the level. 

Raising the level can be done by suggesting new and less predictable ways of thinking. In 

combination with the students’ comments about the text, the teacher must give responses to 

the students by deepening their answers and rephrase their thoughts. By doing this, the 

teacher acts as a supportive leader that allows the students to build and explore 

envisionments in a reflective way. The interaction supports building of literary envisionments 

and the students learn strategies of how to become efficient participants in literary 

discussions. Those strategies are not only helpful in the classroom, but will be of good use in 

other contexts where communication is central. 

Extract 2 
Hours passed and the sun began to sin. Only two groups remained. The grouchy woman stomped 
around and yelled at us. She said Mother made our group appear weak and that now they would 
probably shoot everyone. 
     “Let them shoot us,” said the bald man. “I’m telling you, we’ll be better off.” 
     “But they were going to make us slaves,” argued Mrs. Arvydas. 
     “A little work wouldn’t kill you,” said the grouchy woman to Mrs. Arvydas. “They probably want 
some manual labor from us, that’s all. That’s why they took the other groups first, because most of 
you look so weak. I grew up on a farm. I’m not afraid to get my hands dirty.” 
     “Then you’re elected to go dig up some food,” said Andrius. “Now leave our mothers alone.” 
     Jonas and I were spread out on the grass, trying to stretch our stiff muscles. Andrius joined us, put 
his hands behind his head and stared up the at the sky. 
     “Your forehead is getting red,” I told him. 
     “A sunburn is the least of my worries,” said Andrius. “I’m not turning back to the guards. Maybe if 
we get a bit of color, we’ll be bought and hauled off into Soviet slavery like the witch wants,” he said. 
     Jonas rolled over onto his back like Andrius. “Just as long as we can stay together. Papa said that’s 
important.” 
     “I have no choice but to stay with my mother. I’m surprised she made it this far,” said Andrius, 
looking over in her direction. Mrs. Arvydas was swatting flies away with her silk handkerchief and losing 
her balance in the process. “She’s not exactly hardy.” 
     “Do you have any sisters or brothers?” asked Jonas.  
     “No,” said Andrius. “My mother didn’t enjoy being pregnant. My father said that since he had a son, 
he didn’t need any more children.” 
     “My papa said that they’re going to give us another brother or sister one day. I think I’d like a 
brother,” said Jonas. “So, what do you think everyone at home is doing? Do you think they wonder 
what happened to us?” 
     “If they do, they’re too scared to ask about it,” said Andrius. 
     “But why? And why were we sent away?” asked Jonas. 
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     “Because we were on the list,” I said. 
     “But why were we on the list?” continued Jonas. 
     “Because Papa works at the university,” I replied. 
    “But Mrs. Raskunas works at the university, and she wasn’t taken,” said Jonas. 
     Jonas was right. Mrs. Raskunas had peered out from behind her curtains as we were being hauled 
off in the night. I had seen her staring. Why wasn’t her family taken? Why did they hide behind their 
curtains instead of trying to stop them from deporting us? Papa would never had done that. 
     “I can understand why the bald man is on the list,” I said. “He’s horrible.” 
     “He’s awfully eager to die, isn’t he?” said Andrius, staring up at the sky. 
     “You know what?” said Jonas. “Looking at the sky, it’s like I’m lying in the grass at home, in 
Lithuania.” 
     That sounded like something Mother would say, throwing color onto a black-and-white picture. 
     “Look,” continued Jonas, “that cloud looks like a cannon.” 
    “Make it blow up the Soviets,” I said, running my fingers over the blades of grass. “They deserve it.” 
     Andrius turned his head to me. I felt awkward under his prolonged gaze. 
     “What?” I asked. 
     “You always seen to have a mouthful of opinions,” he said. 
     “That’s what Papa said. See, Lina, you better be careful,” said Jonas (88-90). 

 

To create literary envisionment in the classroom, it is important for both teacher and students 

to be well prepared. That preparation does in this case not refer to careful lesson planning 

beforehand but an invitation-offer to the students. An invitation to take a step into literary 

experience and from a subjective point of view explore what Langer calls horizons of 

possibilities. It is up to the teacher to make the students prepare for formulating their own 

interpretations and not think about what might be ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ or what the teacher might 

be looking for in a discussion. To further prepare the students, the teacher can ask the 

students about personal, historical, cultural or conceptual interconnections in relation to the 

text; “Can you think about any occasion when you or someone you know have ever been 

deprived free will and had to work hard to survive?”. “Where in history might this have 

occurred? In which culture?”. As soon as the students are prepared, the teacher wants to 

encourage a first impression. In order to make it clear for students that it is their thoughts that 

are interesting, questions and interactions should initially be about listening to their first 

impression after reading the text. At this moment, it is necessary to stay selective and not 

waste time on having every student in the class tell in detail about what they were thinking 

after finishing the text. That could harm the envisionment building since a first impression 

always is instantaneous, incomplete and open to changes.  

     When the students have started to express their first impressions, it is time for the teacher 

to help them explore and extend their envisionments by asking questions and building on their 
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temporary interpretations. By focusing on the questions that the students have brought up in 

discussion, the teacher is able to orchestrate them while they discover and broaden their 

envisionments. To achieve an elaborated interpretation, the teacher can encourage the 

students to examine themes, motifs, emotions, relations, conflicts and actions in relation to 

the text; “What are your thoughts about fear and hatred?”. “How do you feel about family? Is 

that important?”. Students might also be encouraged to reflect over changes in the story or 

in the students’ own mind. This can be done by using changes over time and comparisons to 

today’s war camps; “How do you think today’s migration camps differ from the one in the 

text?” Another helpful way to make the students develop their interpretations is for the 

teacher to aid the students in reading from different perspectives. Students can use 

perspectives from the text; “Mrs. Arvydas and ‘The Grouchy Woman’ have different point of 

views, why is that?”. “When you hear your classmate’s opinion, can you understand it from 

her/his angle?”. “Do you have any experiences of your own that might be helpful in seeing the 

situation from more than one point of view?” To accomplish a satisfying envisionment building 

means to adopt a critical viewpoint. By considering different people’s standpoints, characters 

from the text and from places outside the text, students might be able to put their 

preconceptions and generalizations aside and approach an understanding of other people. It 

is also helpful to orchestrate the students’ minds to think about other literary works and 

interpretations of the same subject. “Do different authors have different viewpoints on the 

same subject? Why?”. 

     To end the lesson, the teacher should confirm the different interpretations and opinions 

that have lasted through the students’ analyses. A summary of what has been discussed and 

what the students agreed or not agreed on, a recap of how their thoughts have changed and 

a note on questions that never came up to discussion is a good way of ending the lesson. 

Literary experiences should always strive for variability, it is important that a lesson ends 

without putting an end to the interpretations, there should always be room left for further 

development of the students’ envisionments. 

Extract 3 
For weeks, the barges crept farther north up the Angara. We disembarked and rode for days in the 
back of black trucks through dense forests. We passed enormous fallen trees, with trunks so large the 
truck could have driven inside them. I saw no human beings. The dark forest seemed to surround us, 
impenetrable. Where were they taking us? We broiled each day and shivered at night. Blisters healed. 
We ate everything they gave to us, thankful we weren’t put to work. 
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     The trucks arrived at Ust Kut, on the River Lena. We waited again for barges. The bank of the Lena 
was blanketed with tiny pebbles. It poured rain. The makeshift tents on the bank did nothing to shelter 
us. I lay on top of my suitcase, protecting Dombey and Son, the stone, my drawings, and our family 
photo. Janina stood in the rain. She stared at the sky, carrying on conversations with no one. Kretzsky’s 
boots crunched up and down the bank. He yelled at us to stay in groups. At night, he’d stand staring at 
the silvery ribbon of moonlight on the Lena, moving only to bring his glowing cigarette to his lips. 
     My Russian improved. Jonas was still far ahead of me.  
     After two weeks, the barges arrived and the NKVD once again boarded us to float north. 
     “We’re travelling north,” said Jonas. “Maybe we really will sail for America.” 
     “And leave Papa behind?” I asked.  
     Jonas looked out at the water. He said nothing (265-6). 
      
 

The third extract will help display how envisionment building can teach literary concepts and 

vocabulary. Even though the technical knowledge is not missing in the two examples above, 

there is a difference between “traditional” teaching and envisionment building.  Conceptual 

knowledge is isolated and predetermined in traditional teaching, while it is organic and ever 

growing when students are allowed to explore and interact with literature. In an envisionment 

building classroom, literary knowledge becomes visible in the students’ thoughts and 

expressions. The teacher plays a great role in listening to, and offer efficient support to 

develop that knowledge during the literary discussions. With that said, there is no clear 

boundary between literary knowledge and reading strategies, the two act together in an 

ongoing interaction. Literary language and concepts automatically become part of almost all 

literary discussions. When students reflect together over a text, they use literary terms and 

language to create and speak about their findings. Even though more formal aspects of 

technical literary concepts never should be central in an envisionment building classroom, 

they always show in the discussions where the participants explore, explain and defend their 

understanding of the text. Thus, envisionment building is not only a way of learning how to 

read but also a way of learning literary concepts and enlarging the vocabulary. An illustrated 

example is a discussion about symbolism. In the third extract, the narrator describes her 

environment while they embark on a journey to the north. She mentions a dark, dense, 

impenetrable forest. A description well suited for a following discussion about symbolism. The 

stone and the family portrait that the narrator carries with her also act as symbols for 

something long gone. When she says that they “broil” during the day and “shiver” at night, 

the narrator uses similes to explain what it feels like in the heat and the cold. By participating 

in the conversation, listening to and questioning their classmate’s interpretations, students 
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will get a deeper understanding of literary concepts even if its formal terms never are being 

used.  

     There will always be times of education in a literary discussion, whether it will be the 

students teaching each other or the teacher educating the students. Because of human beings’ 

intellectual curiosity and longing for more efficient communication skills, questions or 

comments will lead to greater comprehension. As follows, the education is situational, it 

occurs from students’ attempt to create comprehension and the teacher’s responsiveness for 

what the students manage. The teacher must take momentarily decisions based on how 

familiar the students are with literary concepts. She or he must always be prepared for 

situations where students might not know the literary concepts or lack knowledge of how to 

discuss them. At such times, the teacher supports new knowledge by creating a situation 

where a concept or word is used. It is important to remember that since this is the first time 

the students hear about the new word or the concept, the task is simply to introduce the 

unknown and put it into a context. From there, the concept or new word can be worked with 

later that lesson or picked up and repeated next time the class meet. Sometimes the teacher 

must take into consideration that students might know about the concepts but lack the 

language to explain. When this is the case, the teacher’s job is to introduce and share the 

language it takes to speak about literature.  

     There might also be times when students will use a language that implies a greater 

understanding of literary concepts than there is. From L. Vygotsky, Thought and language 

(1962), this phenomenon is known as pseudo-concept and is a natural part of the learning 

process. It occurs among students (and other people) who notice the language in their 

surroundings even though they do not fully understand the definition of the concepts. When 

the teacher notices this in the classroom, she or he can ask questions to make sure that the 

students gain a deeper understanding. She or he can also offer practice to extend the students’ 

understanding about the concepts they use. Often, students do master both language and 

concepts. This does not mean that the class should miss out on further opportunities for 

learning on a deeper level. Discussions where students can participate fully are excellent 

examples of possibilities for digging deeper and taking the discussion to a more complex level. 

At those times, the teacher can take the discussion further, from the general to the more 

specific, to ease the students’ understanding and envisionment building. The development of 

a literary language and literary concepts thus go close together with the read and discussed 
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material as well as with the students’ will to participate in the community which constitutes 

the classroom.  

 

Conclusion 

In this essay, I have discussed the importance of Young Adult Literature and the benefits of 

using envisionment building in the ESL-classroom. My findings indicate that YA can evoke the 

important love of reading among adolescents. YA is constantly changing. Its contents are 

dynamic and dependent on the context of the culture it is produced in – always adapted to 

suit the latest generation of young adults. Some of YA’s many values are its creativity 

combined with its applicability to the readers’ own lives. YA has the ability of accurately 

identifying not only young ones’ interests, but also pinpointing the readers’ needs as they 

develop from juvenility into adulthood.  YA also works as a way of increasing the readers’ 

literacy skills as well as fostering empathetic citizens. The life of a teenager is often filled with 

emotions, thoughts and tension as they, on the one hand, try to fit in to society while they, on 

the other hand, try to find the unique selling point that forms the core of their personality. 

Thus, to identify with characters in an YA-novel might act as assurance that one is not alone 

but part of something bigger. In this way, with its expressive portrayals of the lives of 

adolescents, YA encourages readers to seize and defend humanity and embrace other 

people’s opinions. Beyond this, YA has the capability of giving its readers strong and worthy 

role models. It also helps the readers to make sense of a, sometimes, harsh and confusing 

world and act as personal coach who guides the readers onto the right path in life. To put it 

another way, YA literature cultivates civilized human beings. The Swedish school system would 

benefit from seeing literature as a way of thinking. In an envisionment building classroom, 

everyone is expected to have a say and everyone’s opinion triggers thoughts and response. 

Without neutralizing conflicts, students receive the opportunity to participate in a community 

where their voices can be heard, where they learn to read critically and where they, together 

with their peers and teachers, can develop, elaborate and receive feedback on their 

reflections. In an envisionment building classroom, neither students nor teachers expect 

everyone to get along. On the contrary, differences are welcomed since everyone assumes 

that both their own and other people’s opinions will evolve in the following discussion. 

Today’s school is preeminently a place where cultural conflicts arise. In a place where different 
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backgrounds and languages meet, education must embody a broad view of society, one based 

not on unilateralism but on pluralism, rooted in diversity. In envisionment building education, 

there will most certainly be someone who has experience or knowledge about things that 

might be unknown to others. Envisionment building leads to literary comprehension which 

contributes to personal, social, and intellectual growth. To examine several different 

perspectives creates possibilities to increase equality between people. By using envisionment 

building and the exploration of horizons of endless possibilities, students will envisage 

numerous historical times and cultures that eventually will lead to reevaluation of themselves 

and their contemporary surroundings. Working with envisionment building is to learn how to 

use literature to become a greater thinker instead of only reading other great thinker’s works. 

It affects the way of absorbing knowledge in many different situations; in school, with friends, 

at home or at work. Literature helps us interconnect with others and show consideration 

toward the fellow man as well as it aids us to communicate well and build bridges to overcome 

differing opinions.   

     To further examine the connection between teaching envisionment building in the English 

as a second language-classroom and Young Adult Literature, it would be of much interest to 

conduct research at upper secondary schools in Sweden. It would require several field studies 

to prove the connection between an enhanced learning in the ESL-classroom, but Langer’s 

ground work and the other research presented in this essay, is a good starting point. 
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Appendix 

Lesson plan - Reading and speaking with role-play   

 

Estimated Time Plan 60 minutes 

1. Quiet reading – 20 minutes 

2. Minor analysis - 15 minutes  

3. Role- play, group one – 10 minutes 

4. Role- play, group two – 10 minutes 

5. Closure – 5 minutes 

Preparations and Material 

Teacher: Read the novel, bring the required number of copies of the excerpts to class; prepare 

discussion questions. 

Students: Show up on time; bring pencils or pens to mark or highlight the text. 

 

Pedagogical Methods 
This lesson can be either the students’ first meeting with the novel or a continuation of 

previous lessons where they have worked with the novel.  

     At the beginning of the lesson, the whole class should closely read chapters 1-5, pp 3-20 

quietly. In accordance with Ingemansson, they will make notes on things they find interesting 

and/or confusing. After reading, the teacher will, together with the whole class, ask the 

students for a summary of the read chapters, to make sure that everyone agrees on what they 

have just read.  The teacher will lead a minor analysis on the read chapters. To help the 

students grow an understanding of the read text, the teacher will follow Judith A. Langer’s 

literary theory of ‘Envisioning Literature’. To make sure that all students understand, the 

teacher should use Jönsson and Öhman’s method where the teacher acts as a strong leader 

and guides the students through the discussion. To help the students to analyze the chapters, 

they are to discuss in pairs for 45-60 seconds before the teacher asks the pairs to report back 

on their thoughts and ideas. By sharing personal interpretations, the students, hopefully, will 

enrich each other. For the students to share their interpretations it is important that they feel 

safe and that they have the courage to stand up for their thoughts. Hence, the teacher must 

be responsive and treat the community in the classroom as an active device which is formed 

by the students. 
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Example of Discussion Questions 
Being Out and Stepping Into an Envisionment 

 In what time period does the text take place? What do you already know about this time era 

and how does that knowledge affect your reading? 

 What is the title and what does it tell you? Can you make any predictions about the novel 

based on the title? 

 What do you think may happen next in the following chapters? What do you think the novel 

may be about? 

 What genre is this text? 

  

Being In and Moving Through an Envisionment 

 What isn’t being expressed in the text? What would you like to know that is not being said? 

 What motivated Lina and Andrius’s behavior or what led them to search for their fathers? 

 How would you describe the relationships of Lina and Andrius and of Lina and her family? 

 

Stepping Back and Rethinking What One Knows 

 How would you react if you were in a similar situation?  

 Have you experienced a similar situation or do you know anyone who has? 

 

Stepping Out and Objectifying the Experience 

 How does the language and the narrative affect your understanding of the text? 

 How would the text differ if it had taken place or had been read in another time era or culture? 

How would you interpret things differently if you were from another culture or another era? 

 Did you read any other texts, similar to this one, which can ease your understanding of the 

text? 

When the analysis of the chapters is completed, the role-play begins. The role-play acts as an 

extension of Langer’s being in and moving through an envisionment. The teacher will assign X 

students to “play” the characters from chapters 1-3, to the students in group number one and 

characters from chapter 4-6 to students in group number two. Group number one will start 

acting and group number two will ask group number one questions about why they (the 

characters) chose to act as they did in the text. The asking group can also come up with 

statements about the characters' behavior and “provoke” the characters. If this is the first 

time the class takes part in a role-play, it might be wise to introduce the students to the 

concept. In this lesson plan, I assume that both the teacher and the students are familiar with 

what it means and how it is done.  
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     Naturally, if the class consists of many students, not all will get the chance to play one of 

the characters. Those students will still benefit from listening and asking the other students 

questions. Each group gets ten minutes each to do the role-play. The teacher will be present 

and help the students with questions if necessary.   

 

Examples of Roleplay Questions and Statements 
 Lina, did you ever understand that your family was under a threat? How could you not see 

that? 

 Jonas, how did it feel to meet your father again at the train station?  

 Andrius, why are you so angry with Lina? What is it about her that upsets you? 

 The Bald Man, how come you are so mean to the other passengers? Are you not in this 

together?  

 Elena, what would you have done differently if you could go back in time?  Would you change 

anything?  

The aim of the role-play is to let the students practice expressing thoughts and feelings in a 

creative way. This can lead to a boost in the students’ self-esteem and increase the ability to 

better understand other people’s thoughts, actions, and feelings. At the same time, the 

students practice speaking, vocabulary, sentence structure and listening comprehension.  

     The lesson will end with five minutes of review where the class gathers and talks about 

what they have learned today and if something was hard to understand. This time is also a 

good way to bring the students back to reality and talk through any emotional tensions that 

might have arisen during the role-play.  

 

Possible Outcomes and Complications 
In a large class, it might be difficult to ensure that everyone reads at the same pace or are at 

the same level when it comes to reading comprehension. Therefore, it might be good to 

increase the time dedicated for reading, but also be prepared with extra tasks for those who 

finishes quickly.  

     When it comes to the role-play, the teacher must know his or her class. This assignment 

works best in a class with good cohesion, an open and encouraging climate where the class 

acts as a unit rather than individual students. The role-play might have several different 

outcomes depending on the students’ willingness to engage in the exercise. The worst 

possible outcome is that the role-play does not play out well. If this is the case, the teacher 
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should be prepared with something else for the class to do. During the role-play, the teacher 

must always observe and be aware of the atmosphere between the students to prevent 

personal attacks, or that the role-play does not follow the read text.  

 

Connection to the Curriculum and Assessment 
The reading part is connected to the understanding of written English. With the succeeding 

analysis on envisionment, the students get to practice how to read and interpret a text in a 

different way.  

     By reading about the Gulag camps in a fiction novel and take part in a guided analysis, the 

students will learn about reading strategies in different contexts. The role-play serves to 

further explore the characters in the text. It will also let the students participate in The 

National Swedish Agency of Education’s (2011) guidelines for production and interaction: 

“Oral and written production and interaction of various kinds […] where students explain, 

comment […] give reasons for their opinions, discuss and argue”. Furthermore, The National 

Swedish Agency of Education states that, the core content of the teaching in communication 

should cover subject areas related to students’ everyday life. By letting the students take on 

the role of a character in a role-play, they can express feelings and thoughts of their own, as 

well as act as receivers for their peer’s feelings and thoughts.  

 

Grades6 
Grade E  

The students show understanding of the read chapters by participating in the guided analysis and the 

role-play. The students’ language is relatively varied, clear and coherent. The students express 

themselves with some fluency and discuss and reflect on the philosophical, ethical and moral part of 

the lesson as well as briefly, in the guided analysis, make a comparison between themselves and the 

characters of the novel.  

Grade C  

The students show that they meet the requirements for grade E.  

     The students can clearly express themselves on the events in the chapters. They show their 

understanding by, in a well-grounded way, give account of, discuss and comment on the main content 

of the chapters as well as pay attention to the details. They demonstrate and reflect on a deeper level 

                                                           
6 Based on The National Swedish Agency’s knowledge requirements for English 5 (2011). 
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of understanding in the philosophical, ethical and moral part of the lesson and they are able to correct 

their mistakes. 

Grade A 

The students show that they meet the requirements for grade E and C. 

     The students participate in the guided analysis with well-grounded and balanced statements and 

relevant questions and comments with a clear and coherent language. They show understanding of 

the main content, as well as the details and they are certain in their choice of language strategy. The 

students must show that they have a constructive way of interacting with the text and with their peers 

and their teacher.  
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