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Abstract 
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Summary: 

Purpose: Investigate how fiction can be used in the intermediate school in order to give the 

students a chance to reach goals in the curriculum and the syllabus. 

Question formulation: How is fiction used today in order to reach goals in the syllabus and 

curriculum? How can fiction be used to reach the goals? 

Method: I have read three fictional books which are used in the intermediate school at two 

schools today and analysed how these books can be useful to be able to reach goals 

considering democracy, equality and fair treatment. I did a small interview with two teachers 

in Swedish who uses these books in their teaching to see how the books are used at the 

moment and what goals the teachers have set up for their students to reach.  

Conclusion: Seen to the analysis that I have made I find fiction to be very useful in school as 

a tool which can be used to reach goals in the syllabus and curriculum which is the foundation 

of our school today by using discussions as a method of making the students understand what 

they have read. Teachers who use fiction think that it is a good way of making the students 

aware of the different worldviews that exists.  
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1. Introduction 

Almost a billion people across the world are unable to read according to Unicef.com. Most of 

them are girls and women and the primary reason for illiteracy is that they are not able to go 

to school due to family reasons or gender issues. In Sweden people learn how to read at a very 

early age and since we have compulsory education, every child has a chance to learn how to 

read. If there is someone who cannot learn due to dyslexia or for some other reason, there is 

help to be had for them.  

 Reading in school is very common. Every subject has its own textbooks and additional 

books to use and it is not uncommon that a class in the lower and intermediate school has 

specific lessons where they read a book that they have chosen themselves, so called ‘reading 

time’.  

In “Läsa för livet”, teachers Bommarco, Cronberg & Ursing says that the traditional 

textbooks we use in school today are built on the premise that a child develops its language by 

practising a language’s different features. This means that people involved in school today try 

hard to keep young children and adolescents reading throughout their time in school, and 

reading are involved in the curriculum and syllabus for most subjects as an important part of 

learning. When talking about students’ reading in school, it is often called “theme reading”, 

i.e. students read a text that will help them develop their knowledge in a certain field in that 

subject. This type of reading does not always lead the student to a finish line, but it can help 

the student to broaden his/her views on specific things (11).  

For this essay, I am going to analyse three fictional books and show how they can be 

used in school, primarily the intermediate school, in order to help students reach some of the 

goals in the school’s curriculum and syllabus for Swedish as a subject. The reason I have 

chosen Swedish instead of English is that my experience, both as a student and a teacher, is 

that reading novels and fiction is a more developed and used aspect in Swedish as a subject 
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than in the English as a second language class. The goals will be presented in turn and there 

will be a discussion about how each of them can be used. I have also done a small interview 

with two teachers in their thirty years of age who has been teaching Swedish and English for 8 

years. They both work at an intermediate school just outside Gothenburg and I did this 

interview in order to understand why they use fiction as a tool for learning. The questions can 

be seen in Appendix 1.  

1.1 Goals that can be reached by reading fiction 

An aspect that is very prominent in both the curriculum and the syllabus is that students 

should learn to connect with other people no matter their race, culture, opinion or gender and 

every one should be able to work together towards a mutual goal and make sure that every 

person feels welcome and respected. When talking about democracy, I mean the value of 

everyone’s right to have an opinion and be listened to and respected both as an individual and 

when it comes to their opinions. Also the value of being treated as an equal is important and 

because this is often discussed in school, it has a great importance in this essay as well. When 

talking about fiction in this essay I mean longer novels that are mostly used in school today 

and that challenge the students’ way of reading and thinking as well as giving them a chance 

to develop their reading-ability.  

1.1.1 The curriculum, Lpo94 

Understanding and compassion for other people are two of the most prominent values in the 

curriculum and it is said that the school of today should promote understanding for other 

people, how they act and what affects their actions. Every student is given a chance to 

understand other people’s conditions and backgrounds and through this, they are expected to 

develop an ability to act with someone else’s best interests in mind, and solidarity with others. 

Through this compassion, harassments can be avoided and fought. Having the ability to act in 
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a selfless way is a big requirement in society today where the borders between countries are 

blurry and almost everything is internationalised (Ministry of Education, p 4).  

Democratic views and values are as important as understanding and compassion. We 

live in a democratic society today where we strive for everyone to be treated equally and 

where everyone has a right to different opinions no matter what culture or country people 

come from. The democratic view is very important in school where teachers strive to teach 

every student about democratic values and that everyone will be treated with the same respect. 

The school has a great responsibility to transmit and establish the basic values on which our 

society is based (3). Through the democratic ways of working, students will be able to learn 

how to be responsible for their actions and thoughts (7). This leads to the vision of teaching in 

different ways; knowledge does not come in one shape (6). 

Students of today should also be able to study information and different situations with 

critical eyes, looking for possible consequences. The possibility to develop their 

communicative skills comes through discussions, reading and writing. In this way, they 

develop their trust in their linguistic skills and can develop their way of learning (5). It is also 

of great value that students learn to listen, discuss and argue in order to solve problems, 

reflect on their own and other people’s experiences (10).  

1.1.2 The syllabus for Swedish  

In line with the curriculum, the syllabus says that reading can help students in their 

understanding and compassion for themselves as well as other people. This can be reached by 

reading fiction which displays cultural differences. Fiction can help students form their own 

identity as well as develop empathy towards people who have a more difficult life than 

themselves. Fiction with cultural differences also gives students a chance to understand 

equality in a different way, e.g. reading about society as it was 50 years ago 
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 Democratic  values are very prominent in the syllabus as well. Reflecting and discussing 

is something that students works with very often in Swedish as a subject in school and by 

reading and discussing fiction, students can to express themselves and they will also learn to 

respect different opinions in follow-up discussions. From a democratic view, they will learn 

how to cooperate with others even if they do not share the same thoughts as well as respecting 

one another for their individual thoughts and actions.  

 Reading can also be presented in different ways of learning; it can be a text in a 

textbook with attendant questions, it can be a novel that they discuss in larger groups and it 

can be fiction with some kind of individual review afterwards. This way of working gives the 

students the chance to develop a critical mind and to use different resources (Education 

Administration, 2000). 

1.2 Analysed books 

The three books chosen that can be/are very useful in intermediate school today in order to 

reach the above goals are The Lord of the Flies by William Golding, Of Mice and Men by 

John Steinbeck and The Picture of Dorian Gray by Oscar Wilde.  

I know from personal experience that the books Of Mice and Men and The Lord of the 

Flies are being used in the 8th and 9th grade at two schools in different parts of Sweden and at 

least two classes read these books every academic year. Every student reads the book during a 

period of time in order to discuss it in group later on. Every student also writes a short 

reflection about the book. The books are easy to read and the teacher in charge can choose if 

s/he wants the students to read in English or Swedish. This can be decided together with the 

students and I have seen that in some classes, there are some who read the book in Swedish 

and some in English, depending on how well they can read and understand English.  

The Lord of the Flies by William Golding is about a group of schoolboys from England 

who become stranded on a deserted island after a plane crash. On that island, they have to 
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face their fears of the unknown and the known, as well as the fear of not being able to trust 

anyone in order to survive.  

Of Mice and Men by John Steinbeck deals with the search for the American Dream 

during the depression in California. Lennie and George are two friends who dream of a better 

life, and the story shows many difficulties in friendship, finding employment and fitting in.  

The Picture of Dorian Gray by Oscar Wilde is about a young boy who sells his soul in 

order to have eternal youth and beauty. But he soon realises that his longing for eternal beauty 

is making other aspects in his life worse, for example friendship and love.   

2. Results  

2.1 Interview with teachers who use fiction in their teaching 

 As I mentioned before, I know that Of Mice and Men is used in school today in order to 

help students reach some of the goals in the syllabus. I wanted to clarify what the teachers had 

in mind when giving their students this reading-and-reflecting task and what goals they 

wanted their students to achieve. I sat down with two of the teachers and wrote down what 

they said. It was a small interview but the answers that were given clarified the most 

important aspects behind their ambitions in the classroom. Before concluding the interview, I 

let the teachers read their answers to make sure that they had been fairly represented, and that 

I did not claim something that was not their intention.  

 When asked what goals they wanted to reach1 both teachers answered that is was the 

ability to reflect over something new as well as accepting the many different opinions that 

came from a discussion of a fictional book. From this discussion, the teachers can lead the 

students into democratic discussions, not just practice in letting one person speak at a time, 

                                                 
1 When reading fiction, what goals do you seek to achieve seen to the syllabus? 
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but in reflecting on the text they have been reading and what democratic values they can find 

in the text that affects the final consequences in the book.  

Democratic value and the ability to listen to others without interrupting or making fun 

of them are the basic goals that they intend to reach with their discussions2. They also said 

that these goals can be very hard to reach, since there are students that do not want to discuss 

the text at all, not even in private. Another difficulty that comes out of this is the fact that 

many students cannot read that well, they need so much more time to read a text and they are 

afraid that their classmates will make fun of them if they have interpreted something 

differently or not at all. At this point, I said that harassments are something that the school, 

and teachers, should work against and that they might want to try to include the exposed 

students in some other way, as well as the fact that every student should practice different 

ways of learning. The teachers were aware of this problem and they said that they want to find 

a way so that all students can be included, but they were not there yet.  

This led us into my third question, what do they as teachers do to help their students? 

Both teachers said that they offered reading help, that students could come to them once a 

week after hours to get help with the reading and reflecting. This was appreciated, but not that 

used. It sometimes happened that the students wanted to write a longer  reflection about the 

book rather than have a discussion, and both teachers said that it did not matter. Knowledge 

comes in many shapes and you should never turn your back on students who have their own 

ideas of learning they said.  

When asking why they had chosen these particular books, they said that they believe 

that students can discuss the plot in a better way since the scenes in Of Mice and Men took 

place so long ago. They have no experience of the Great Depression in the 1930s so they have 

to reflect in a completely different way than they would have done if the story took place 

                                                 
2 What goals do you believe is reached in the following reflection?  
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today. The teachers believed that guessing how the people lived and struggled can help 

students understand cultural differences better. One of them even had a desire to collaborate 

with the history teachers. The idea was that by reading the story in a fictional book and 

gaining a deeper knowledge of the history at the same time, the students would maximize 

their learning. 

When it comes to The Lord of the Flies, the main purpose for both teachers was to show 

tensions in a small group of friends; what could tear them apart or what could bring them 

together. One teacher said that she also wanted the students to place themselves on this island, 

thinking about how they would act in order to understand the actions in the book. Once, she 

even made the students do a play of their own. After reading the book, they divided into two 

groups and re-wrote the book with their influences; how would they act, how would they 

choose their leader and so on. This was very appreciated by the students.   

2.2 The Lord of the Flies 

Golding’s The Lord of the Flies is a very emotional and an adventurous story which describes 

how humans probably would function when exposed to new surroundings and challenges that 

might be fatal. As Golding himself once said; “Man is a fallen being …His nature is sinful 

and his state is perilous” (Redpath, 78). Golding displays this in his book with the help of 

Jack, one of the older boys, who leaves the group and becomes a savage that acts with his 

own best interests at heart rather than thinking and acting in a way that benefits the whole 

group of boys.   

2.2.1 How can this book be used in order to help students understand 

the value of democracy and empathy towards other people?  

The Lord of the Flies gives good examples of the type of democracy choices that our 

students will be faced with in school. The whole group gets to vote for something that benefits 
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all of the included. In this case the thoughtful, safe “boy with the fair hair” (Golding, 1), 

Ralph, is voted to be the leader ahead of the impulsive and aggressive Jack by the other 

stranded boys (20). In the beginning, Ralph and Jack complement each other quite well, since 

Jack is more of a savage whose priority is to hunt and kill the beasts that supposedly surround 

them and Ralph on the other hand wants to focus on building shelters and giving every one on 

the island a field of responsibility in order to make their lives tolerable.  

Kinkead-Weekes & Gregor says that another example of their democracy is the conch 

which is used to summon everyone and give the person who holds it the right to speak, it is 

“drawing on the funds of order and democratic security” (4). Discussions about democracy on 

the island will probably arise in class, since Jack leaves the other boys, ignoring Ralph as a 

leader. This might be a sign of insecurity, since Jack did not manage to blow the conch – their 

symbol for democracy and leadership and the only thing on the island that “helps … to 

establish character” (4). This might lead to Jack’s behaviour towards Ralph being brought up 

in order to make students reflect on why Jack left the group to become a leader of his own 

group. The most prominent reasons are that Jack felt run over by Ralph and the others, and 

that Jack believes that he is a natural leader whom everyone likes so he expected to be a 

leader; he had been both  a “chapter chorister and a head boy” (19). Being run over is 

something that the teacher can lift in class, since there are so many different wills and 

opinions among the students. The democratic value of letting everyone speak their minds and 

having a common vote on something that concerns the whole group is of great value in school.  

2.2.2. How can this text get students to respect and understand different 

opinions and actions? 

Extreme situations can make people act in very different ways, some people shut down, others 

takes their frustration out on someone else. The situation on the island where the boys are can 



 12 

probably make even the most secure person lose his mind and act in ways that they would 

never do in normal life.  

One situation that readers come across very soon in Golding’s novel is Ralph making 

fun of Piggy, though he has no reason to do so. This bullying can easily be lifted in class and 

discussed, since bullying unfortunately is something students come across in school today. 

Ralph’s actions towards Piggy can be seen as an attempt to establish his own status on the 

island, making sure that everyone around him knows not to tease him; or it can be seen as a 

desperate attempt to keep a stiff upper lip, to show that he is not afraid or worried about their 

situation and that he is in control. Ralph’s bullying can be seen as very, very unnecessary 

since Piggy idolises Ralph, he would never do something that contradicts what Ralph decides, 

even if he does not believe in it. The relationship Ralph establishes with Piggy is quite typical 

in school today; the ‘obvious’, confident and popular person and the outcast who is not really 

included in the group and these two manage to go on with their ups and downs, because in the 

end they know that they can rely on each other no matter what. Piggy’s and Ralph’s 

relationship can therefore be an example of two people with different views in life, but with a 

common desire to make it trough the day, to work together as a team and not let anyone 

hinder that. On the other hand, Ralph’s actions towards Piggy are not democratic or 

respectable in any way and this can lead to a very interesting discussion in class; to what 

extent can a person behave badly towards others without anyone sound off? 

Jack and Ralph become enemies because of their different opinions on how the group 

should act in order to survive. Jack reveals the hunter within himself and wants everyone to 

focus on the animals living on the island, so that they can get food; Ralph wants to keep the 

fire going on the mountain so that they can be spotted by ships or airplanes and the situation 

brings despair and hopelessness to the leader(s). 
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 “I was talking about smoke! Don’t you want to be rescued? All you 

can talk about is pig, pig, pig!” 

“But we want meat!” 

“And I work all day with nothing but Simon and you come back and 

don’t even notice the huts!” (Golding, 56) 

This situation can be compared with students working in groups where conflicts often arise 

concerning who is doing the most work and not getting any positive feedback from the others 

or being shown any respect. When Ralph says that no one has noticed the huts, you can sense 

the despair and anger that lies behind it. If you do not have shelter and a place to sleep, it is 

not possible to have the strength and desire to hunt for food. Jack on the other hand thinks that 

food is the biggest issue, because if you do not get food, you will have no strength or desire to 

build shelters. Instead of working together towards the same goal, they work against each 

other making the situation untenable and this can be lifted in class since there are similar 

situations when it comes to working in different groups and with many different persons. 

Developing an ability to lift your head and see further than your nose in order to reach your 

goal can help students in many ways when it comes to collaboration with other people.  

Being stranded and left out in the wild would probably be very trying and it would push 

everyone to their limits. Differences in the boys’ statuses are shown in the novel and in the 

following passage, one can see how Henry, a person who does not have high status in the 

group manages to feel powerful and important, poking and irritating the creatures that came to 

the beach with the tide:  

He poked about with a bit of stick … and tried to control the motions 

of the scavengers. He made little runnels that the tide filled and tried 

to crowd them with creatures. He became absorbed beyond mere 

happiness as he felt himself exercising control over living things. He 

talked to them, urging them, ordering them. Driven back by the tide, 
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his footprints became bays in which they were trapped and gave him 

the illusion of mastery. (Golding, 65) 

As a person not being stranded on a deserted island, it is hard to see how having power over 

something so much smaller and insignificant can be the highlight of anyone’s day. This boy, 

Henry, is not a person of high rank on the island and he needs to feel important and big in 

order to survive. The only thing he has control over are the small creatures of the sea that are 

no danger to him, he is the absolute master over them and there is no one to say otherwise. 

This can be useful to the students because it shows that even if you had a high rank yesterday, 

it might not be the same today and you have to deal with that and keep on going, you have to 

find ways to manage even without being at the top. The teacher can use this example to try to 

make the students start a discussion about bullying those who are different from you, for 

example children in lower classes. It also shows the value of including everyone in a group 

with a common purpose. Henry is stranded on the island just like the other boys, but he has no 

saying in anything.  

2.2.3. Summary discussion of The Lord of the Flies 

Using the relationship between Jack and Ralph and all of its tensions in Golding’s The Lord of 

the Flies, the students are able to discuss their actions and also look at their own experiences, 

thoughts and intentions and every student has so much to contribute when it comes to other 

people’s actions. When talking about critical reflection in school, it means that students will 

learn not to accept all of the information that is given to them, but to consider different 

approaches to the information as well as understanding and realising the consequences that 

may come from their choice (Ministry of Education, 5). 

Being equal and respecting each other can be discussed by beginning with Ralph’s 

bullying of Piggy; how should Ralph have acted? Was Ralph’s picking on Piggy justified? 

What should Piggy have done to make Ralph stop? The questions are many and when talking 
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about this, democracy can be the focus as well. In their friendship, Piggy followed Ralph 

wherever he did go and most of the time; he supported Ralph in his decisions and gave him 

advice when needed. Why didn’t Ralph use Piggy as a sounding board more often? A teacher 

can focus the students’ attention on how Piggy gives Ralph very good advice and share his 

thoughts when Ralph is talking about making a sundial, a TV, an airplane and a steam engine; 

 

Piggy shook his head. “You have to have a lot of metal things for 

that” he said. “and we haven’t got no metal. But we got a stick” 

Ralph turned and smiled involuntarily. Piggy was a bore; his fat, his 

ass-mar and his matter-of-facts ideas were dull: but there was always 

a little pleasure to be got out of pulling his leg, even if one did it by 

accident” (Golding, 69) 

At the same time as he uses Piggy as a sounding board, and a friend, he keeps thinking of 

Piggy as an obstacle, someone who is preventing Ralph from doing what he wants. Ralph is 

not showing Piggy the respect he is worth as an individual and this contradicts what 

democracy is all about.  

2.3. Of Mice and Men 

John Steinbeck’s Of Mice and Men is influenced by the depression in California in the 1930’s. 

The two friends George and Lennie search for work so that they one day can buy their own 

place where they can have animals. George is the leader. He is the street-smart one who 

handles their business and always knows what to do – the brain. Lennie is a big fellow who is 

a bit slow – the body. He is loyal to George in every respect, and never wants to disappoint 

George.  
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2.3.1. How can this book be used in order to help students understand 

the value of democracy and empathy towards other people? 

Democracy and equality in Lennie and George’s relationship is quite interesting, since they 

are struggling to make money so that they can buy themselves a farm. One might think that in 

this kind of mutual struggle, both their opinions have great value and everyone has the same 

right to speak and act as the other. This is not the case since Lennie is a bit slow and George 

believes that he has some kind of guardianship over Lennie. Whatever George says, Lennie 

does. Unfortunately, this does not go the other way because Lennie has nothing to say about 

George’s actions.  George has the power over Lennie, because it is a “voluntary acceptance 

of … responsibilities” (Hadella, 14). Since Lennie’s aunt died, George has to take care of 

Lennie because he cannot do that himself. George’s behaviour towards Lennie is very 

emotional. When reading one can see that George feels sorry for Lennie because he knows 

nothing about the world and he often defends Lennie when other people say something about 

him being stupid (Steinbeck, 257); 

 

“It jus’ seems kinda funny a cuckoo like him and a smart little guy 

like you travellin’ together.” 

“He ain’t no cuckoo” said George. “He’s dumb as hell, but he ain’t 

crazy. An’ I ain’t so bright neither” (Steinbeck, 237) 

Looking at Lennie’s and George’s relationship, one can sense that there is a severe lack of 

democracy. George is more like a dictator, he says jump and Lennie jumps. George thinks 

that he can decide over Lennie, because he was a good man and took him under his wings 

when Lennie  

George’s final action, killing his friend Lennie, can be seen as a heroic action since he 

shoots Lennie “to prevent a worse death at the hands of others” (Levant, 136). This can be 
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very hard to understand, how can a person shoot his best friend with whom he plans to buy a 

farm? To be able to see the action through George’s eyes might be hard, but very worthwhile. 

A teacher might also be able to start a discussion over George’s assumption that he has the 

right to make decisions for Lennie, who after all did exactly what he had been told; he hid 

after having done a bad thing.  

2.3.2. How can this text help students respect and understand different 

opinions and actions? 

Considering the differences between Lennie and George when it comes to their nature and 

friendship, it can easily be assumed that they have a acceptance and love for each other. 

Looking at Lennie’s and George’s friendship, it might be preconceived that they both have the 

same right to decide what they will do next and that they understand and respect the other 

opinion but this is not the case. George always makes the final decisions and sometimes it 

seems as if he does not listen to Lennie at all.  

 The one thing that stands out most in the novel is George’s way of dealing with Lennie. 

As a reader, one can sense that George feels for Lennie since he seems to be communicatively 

handicapped and does not understand how life works and needs help. On the other hand, 

George back-talks Lennie while he keeps on going like nothing has happened. Lennie first 

hears of this when Crooks tells him about what is really going on; 

 

Sometimes he talks, and you don’t know what the hell he’s talkin’ 

about. Ain’t that so?”  

“Yeah … sometimes” 

“Jus’ talks on, an’ you don’t know what the hell it’s all about? 

“Yeah .. sometimes. But … not always” (Steinbeck, 259) 
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Lennie respects George very much and when reading the novel, you get the apprehension that 

Lennie will not ever do something that George will not like. He never talks bad about George 

but it seems to be alright that it goes the other way around. This is very useful in the 

classroom because this kind of disrespect for other people is unfortunately something that 

happens in school today. With the above mentioned example with Lennie and George, a 

teacher can lead the students into a discussion about back-talking and disrespecting as well as 

being the more vulnerable person in a relationship and what feelings might come up because 

of that. There could also be a discussion regarding what is allowed to do in a relationship with 

this obvious difference in social power. Is it alright if a person with strong social power runs 

over those who have less social power?  

The second action that is very prominent is when Curley hits Lennie and he does not 

fight back until George shouts “Get ‘im, Lennie!” (Steinbeck, 254) You can sense Lennie’s 

hopelessness and powerlessness in the situation, because all the time he hears George’s voice 

saying that he cannot make trouble because if so, he cannot tend the rabbits. As a reader you 

think, once again, that Lennie would never ever do anything without George’s approval; 

 

Lennie looked helplessly at George, and then he got up and tried to 

retreat. Curley was balanced and poised. He slashed at Lennie with 

his left, and then smashed down his nose with a right. Lennie gave out 

a cry of terror. … “George” he cried. “Make ‘um leave me alone, 

George” … Lennie’s hands remained at his sides; he was too 

frightened to defend himself. (Steinbeck, 255) 

In a situation like this, one can think that defending one self is righteous and does not require 

some kind of approval from another person, a number of students may think so, but Lennie’s 

whole life and dreams depend on George; one can even say that George is a substitute for a 

father. Students today might have some trouble understanding why Lennie did not punch back; 
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he was attacked and it would have been seen as a “rough justice that most people accept” 

(Levant, 134) Adolescence of today is very aware of their rights and there is not many that 

would not punch back if found in a similar situation. This gives the teacher a great 

opportunity to display differences within people, doing the right moral thing, trying on 

someone else’s shoes for once. Understanding why Lennie acted as he did gives students a 

chance to empathise with Lennie and his situation, just not at the very moment that he is 

getting hit, but his whole life and experience.  

Thirdly, the killing of Curley’s wife makes a mark in the reader. She is accidentally 

killed because she is screaming and Lennie gets scared that George might hear it and will not 

let Lennie tend the rabbits on their future farm (Steinbeck, 274); 

 

“You stop it now, you’ll mess it all up” She jerked her head sideways 

and Lennie’s fingers closed on her hair and hung on. “Let go” she 

cried. “You let go” 

Lennie was in a panic. His face was contorted. She screamed then, 

and Lennie’s other hand closed over her mouth and nose. “Please 

don’t” he begged. “Oh, please don’t do that. George’ll be mad” … 

“George gonna say I done a bad thing. He ain’t gonna let me tend no 

rabbits” (Steinbeck, 275) 

Lennie did not want to hurt Curley’s wife, but she was about to put Lennie in serious trouble. 

At least that was what Lennie thought.  

Lennie killing the boss’ wife leads to the final action; George kills Lennie. Lennie has 

disappeared from the scene of the crime and is nowhere to be found; he has done what George 

always have told him to do; if a bad thing has been done, hide in the bushes! George suffers a 

great deal while he stands behind Lennie. They talk about their dream of having a farm of 
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their own with animals that Lennie is in charge of, and George says that “it don’t make no 

difference” that Lennie has made a bad thing (Steinbeck, 283).  

2.3.3 Summary discussion of the novel Of Mice and Men 

Steinbeck’s novel Of Mice and Men can enable students to practice critical reflection 

regarding actions towards other people as well, for example what consequences can come out 

of acting in a certain way towards another person, and what could have been done differently? 

Since Lennie can be seen as a “huge … semi-idiot who kills when he is frightened or simply 

when he is thoughtless” (Levant, 134) students can analyse what could have been done in a 

different way; for example, George could have put more effort into getting Lennie to 

understand the rights and wrongs of the world instead of saying that he cannot do this or that 

and if he does this or that, he might just as well go hide somewhere. Students can critically 

analyse the moral aspect of George’s actions towards Lennie. George is obviously the adult in 

their companionship, while Lennie is a small child and since George is taking care of Lennie, 

one could think that he would treat him more humane, not calling him a “crazy fool” 

(Steinbeck, 215) or a “crazy son-of-a-bitch” (216). 

 Another aspect is that George and Lennie complement each other. George is the adult 

that makes the decisions that are seen to be correct; he decides how you should act in certain 

situations and what will be done if something happens. Lennie is the younger friend who does 

whatever comes to mind, loves freedom, reacts impulsively and dreams of what will become 

of him when he grows up and can tend rabbits;  

“Tell about that place, George” 

“I jus’ tol’ you jus’ las’ night.” 

“Go on-tell again, George” … “No place for rabbits now, but I could 

easy build a few hutches and you could feed alfalfa to the rabbits” 
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“Damn right I could” said Lennie. “You god-damn right I could” 

(Steinbeck, 249-250) 

Whenever Lennie feels sad he asks George to tell him about their future place and he 

immediately feels safe and happy, just like when you tell a child that everything is going to be 

okay. This kind of relationship is also very common in school today. Even if the friends are 

two people who are not involved with the ‘tough kids’ in the class, there is often a stronger 

one and a weaker one in the pair and teachers can lift these different friendships and indicate 

similarities or differences, whatever comes to mind and is alright with the students. 

2.4 The Picture of Dorian Gray 

Oscar Wilde’s captivating story of the young Dorian Gray shows what can happen when one 

sells his soul in order to be young, beautiful and popular throughout life. It shows how 

important it is to have a sense of morality and to keep your feet on the ground, to not let a 

small, shallow aspect of your life take control over your thoughts and actions.  

2.4.1 How can this book be used in order to help students understand 

the value of democracy and empathy towards other people?  

Throughout the years that I have been teaching, I have been asking students what friendship is 

to them and what they believe is important to them. The most common answers are trust, 

understanding and the ability to listen. With these answers as a foundation, a teacher can use 

Lord Henry and Dorian Gray’s friendship as an example of a friendship where people are not 

reliable or understanding. Lord Henry does not let democracy or equality into his relationship 

with Dorian and he does not see them as equals. They seem to be very good friends, but time 

after time Lord Henry uses his rumour as being courteous and being a gentleman to affect 

Dorian in different situations, for example when Dorian tells Lord Henry about his love for 
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the young actress Sibyl where Dorian says that he has never felt like this before and Lord 

Henry immediately contradicts; 

“Never marry a woman with fair hair, Dorian” he said 

“Why, Harry?” 

“Because they are romantic people” 

“But I like romantic people” 

“Never marry at all, Dorian” 

“I don’t think I will marry, Harry. I am to much in love” 

“Who are you in love with?” asked Lord Henry, after a pause 

“With an actress” said Dorian Gray. 

“How ordinary”  

……..… 

 “My dear boy, no woman is an artist. Women never have anything to 

say but they say it charmingly” (Wilde, 16) 

Dorian Gray is not allowed to be in love with whomever he wants, because Lord Henry 

believes that he knows what is right and he is very aware of Dorian admiring him and his way 

of life. Not being able to love whoever you want is something very common in an 

adolescent’s life. Many parents have told their child that they cannot love this or that person 

for whatever reasons, which leads to their children turning into rebels or doing certain things 

to show their defiance. How many students today will not marry someone in the future 

because of what someone else has said? That Dorian’s right to free will gets pushed aside is 

also an aspect that can be focused on in class, since not being able to think and act as you 

wish is another thing not accepted by adolescents today. 
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The situation of free will being pushed aside occurs more than once; when Sibyl later on 

kills herself because Dorian leaves her, Dorian is not left alone to mourn by Lord Henry; 

“Harry, Harry, it is terrible!” cried the boy.  

……..… 

“So I have murdered Sibyl Vane! … Yet why is it that I cannot feel 

this tragedy as much as I want to? I don’t think I am heartless!” 

 …….… 

“A woman has killed herself for the love of you” said Lord Henry. 

“That is very beautiful” (Wilde, 31-32) 

Not even when being sad over someone’s death, Dorian is left alone with his own thoughts 

and feelings. Discussing the importance of free will and respecting other people’s feelings is 

something that can be lifted concerning this passage in Wilde’s story.  

Another example of not having a free will or treat someone just and equal can be 

discussed in Dorian’s breaking up with his fiancé Sibyl Vane. For some time, Dorian has been 

influenced by Basil, who made him pose for the portrait, and Lord Henry, who has told Basil 

about how a life should be lived, and suddenly he is in a position of power. Sibyl has fallen 

head over heels in love with her Prince Charming and let her artistic side fall, and when 

Dorian realises this, he gets scared and ends it all with the excuse that Sibyl has embarrassed 

him and that he cannot marry a woman that has no artistic talent. When found in a sudden 

position of power, something that Dorian is not comfortable with, he does not know how to 

act. His advantage over Sibyl makes him doubt himself, because Lord Henry once said that “it 

would be absurd for him to marry someone like that” (Wilde, 20). Teachers might be able to 

put this sudden position of power into the students every day life since they are constantly 

exposed to changing groups and ways of working. Discussing what Dorian could have done 
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differently might help students to understand the importance of considering all parts that will 

be affected and thinking before they act.    

2.4.2 How can this text help students to respect and understand different 

opinions and actions? 

One can wonder why Dorian Gray lets himself be affected by someone else when it comes to 

his actions in his daily life even though one might think that he has a youthful and naive 

approach to it. When Dorian is corrected by someone else he reacts in a childish way, for 

example when Lord Henry tells Dorian that they should be seated in the shadows so that they 

will not get burnt in the sun; 

 “I don’t want you to be burnt by the sun” 

“What does it matter?” cried Dorian Gray, laughing as he sat down on 

the seat at the end of the garden.  

“It should matter very much to you, Mr. Gray” […] “Because you are 

young and to be young is the best thing in the world” (Wilde, 10) 

Lord Henry’s saying makes Dorian change his mind on getting his portrait done even though 

Dorian did not want to do as Lord Henry wanted at first.  When the painting is done, Dorian 

“recognized his own beauty for the first time” (Wilde, 11) and that makes him sad, because as 

Lord Henry said, youth does not last forever and being young is the best thing ever. Dorian 

tries to destroy the painting when realising that his wanting to keep his youth can make him 

loose his friend Basil, and this action can be discussed with the students; why do people want 

to have eternal youth and is it worth the sacrifice that may follow? Cosmetic surgery is 

nothing strange in the students’ lives and as a teacher you can easily direct the discussion into 

vanity, egoism and inequality; is a person worth more than others if s/he is beautiful and 

young looking rather than being an average looking person? These kinds of thoughts 
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considering fitting in is something I have been discussing with my students more than once in 

different situations, very often in situations considering something completely different. 

When in a classroom, this particular topic probably needs to be guided by the teacher since 

there is more than one aspect when it comes to cosmetic surgery; there is also reconstructive 

surgery which I believe has a completely different meaning in people’s lives.  

Loving a person for the wrong reasons is something that many adolescents today might 

come in contact with. The first love is a frequent visitor in their life and by using Dorian’s 

shallow crush on Sibyl Vane a teacher can help them see their own situation in a different 

light. Dorian thanks Basil because his painting of Dorian has helped him “understand beauty 

in others” (Wilde, 20) which can be interpreted in two ways; first, Dorian could now be able 

to find something attractive within a person without looking at her appearance; and secondly, 

Dorian has found that other artistic lines than painting can be wonderful and happy, in this 

case theatre.  

However, when Dorian declares his love for Sibyl, she stops focusing on being a great 

actress and starts to focus on her life as Mrs. Dorian Gray. Because of this, she starts to act 

terribly and Dorian is embarrassed in front of Lord Henry which leads to Dorian ending their 

relationship and blaming Sibyl for it;  

 “Why did you make me suffer like that?”  

“Dorian, don’t you understand? 

“Understand what?” 

“Why I was so bad tonight. Why I will always be bad. Why I will 

never act again?” … “Before I knew you, acting was the one 

important thing in my life … I don’t want to be an actress any more” 
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“You have killed my love” he said quietly. … “My God! How mad I 

was to love you! What a fool I have been! You are nothing to me now. 

I will never see you again” (Wilde, 24-26) 

Later on, when he sees that the painting of him has changed, he becomes scared and takes 

back everything he had said to Sibyl and he writes her a love letter. He also says to himself 

that he will save himself and never see Lord Henry again because he was the source of his bad 

behaviour. Dorian’s decision in not seeing Lord Henry again can be lifted in class with the 

focus on having the courage to stand up for yourself and your thoughts and what Dorian could 

have done differently as well as understanding what aspects in your life is wrong for you. A 

change in your first decision because you are scared, or insecure, is another aspect that might 

lead to an interesting discussion in class and by this I mean the power to have the courage to 

stand up for your beliefs and actions even if people around you does not understand it.  

A third aspect is Sibyl being treated as worthless. Is she not worth the same respect as 

other humans? The teacher can ask the students if treating a person badly is justified if you 

find out that you do not like that person anymore. Seen to Dorian’s relationship with Basil 

there might be some good discussions considering whether people deserve different kinds of 

respect. Basil wants the best for Dorian and you can sense his deep affection for the young 

boy, but Dorian treats Basil as if he was worth nothing. This can turn into an interesting 

discussion in class; can you treat one of your friends worse than the other just because they 

see the world through different eyes? 

2.4.3 Summary discussion of The Picture of Dorian Gray 

Students can use the relationship between Dorian Gray and Lord Henry in Wilde’s novel of 

the changing portrait as a way of understanding the value of standing up for your own 

opinions and not letting anyone influence you too much. The two friends can also be an 

example of two lonely people who seek the approval of another person; Lord Henry needs 
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someone who sees him as a person s/he wants to be, and Dorian Gray needs someone who can 

tell him how wonderful and lovely he is – both wants to be idolised and loved, seen as 

something untouchable but desirable. It might be far-sighted, but the desire to be adored and 

loved can be a good explanation of many situations and group constellations in school. The 

person who is tough and cool in school might not be the same person at home, where the love 

for the person s/he is, is a more certain thing.  

3. Conclusion 

In this essay I have found that fiction is very useful when it comes to analysing people’s 

actions and reactions. A well-written text can be as imaginative and figurative as if you were 

watching a movie, but it might give a deeper understanding of the plot. Democracy and all of 

its components can be a bit hard to spot in a novel suited for the intermediate level at school 

and it might put extra pressure on the teacher who has to be one step ahead of their students. 

Equality, feelings and empathy are aspects that are easier for the students to detect since they 

are more concrete for them. Books like The Lord of the Flies, Of Mice and Men and The 

Picture of Dorian Gray are/can be very useful when it comes to getting in touch with your 

own thoughts and feelings concerning love, friendship and justice, but they demand follow-up 

discussions. I believe that the books raise too many questions and thoughts with the students 

that can not be left alone.  

 Students today often like discussions about aspects that they can relate to and they often 

have very interesting twists to add, as well as opinions that they do not fear to stand up for. As 

teachers today, we must realise what treasures ly within our students and find the right tool to 

open them up. A well-thought out discussion out can lead the students to many goals in the 

curriculum as well as the syllabus. Democracy, equality, empathy, the ability to express one’s 

opinions, the courage to speak in front of other people and analysing possible consequences of 
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your actions are some of the goals immediately reached by having a greater discussion after 

reading a novel. The most important thing when it comes to the teachers responsibility in this 

context is to make sure to keep the discussion going, to ask the right questions and to show 

every student the respect s/he has the right to expect.  

Personally, I encourage my students to read every day and I want them to read at least 

fifteen minutes in class a day, in order to keep their reading skills fresh and to broaden their 

vocabulary as well as imagination. I love to have discussions in a class where many opinions 

arise and I do not care if it derails a bit. All discussions and reflections are welcome and 

developing. I would also like to see some kind of project in school where literature is lifted 

and worked with in a different way than today. I also believe that fiction can be useful in other 

subjects than Swedish since history is written in so many ways and with so many different 

aspects on what has happened.  
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Appendix 1 
 

Interview questions 

1. When reading fiction, what goals do you seek to achieve seen to the syllabus? 

2. What goals do you believe is reached in the following reflection? 

3. What do you as teachers do in order to help your students with their reading and 

reflecting? 

4. Why have you chosen these particular books? 


