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Abstract
Teachers may choose to teach about social justice for many different reasons. Some of these

reasons are required by syllabi and some are by teachers’ own initiative. This literature

review analyses and compiles 15 academic articles and books, and 3 syllabi that describe

different processes of mixing literature studies with social justice issues. Some works focus

on select ages, a few on teacher education, and several included their own approaches,

exercises and teaching practices. This review the methods and materials used to teach about

social justice through literature. We have collected and analysed these studies for the purpose

of reviewing their practical applications. The studies show that it is not what we teach about

in the context of social justice issues but how we teach that becomes particularly important to

practicing teachers.
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1 Introduction
How can English teachers incorporate social justice when they teach literature? Literature is

unique in that it can offer a glimpse of an individual’s perspective on a course of events.

Through our critical survey, we aim to address how students and teachers perceive the topic

of social justice in relation to teaching literature, as well as the literature and methods used in

the upper-secondary classroom. This, hopefully, lends itself to heightened interest and

consideration on the part of the students as literature gives some distance from sensitive

topics while allowing a discussion and free reflection. Hughes & Robertson (2011) argue that

student engagement is also positively affected by introducing more complex topics, such as

social justice, into students’ reading materials.

Teachers often state that they want to address social issues but that doing so can be

difficult due to an underlying fear of hurting or offending. Because of this fear, do you as a

teacher risk limiting yourself in your ability to problematise certain themes? Should one be

careful about the literature and subjects one chooses to address? This can be important

depending on who your students are or how your background affects your literature selection

and its practical implications (Bender-Slack, 2010).

But why choose to teach about social justice? For one, democratic values should be

instilled into students’ education as part of the Swedish school system’s basic principles,

according to the Swedish upper secondary curriculum (Skolverket, 2020). Schools as

institutions carry the highest potential for enacting social change and improvement. Among

these values, The Swedish Board of Education specifically refers to solidarity and equality

for everyone, the negotiation of Christian and Western values, and acknowledging the work

of the United Nations and its implicit values.

Our goal with this literature review is to compile and analyse a selection of

empirical studies that address social justice while introducing varying teaching practices and

theories as to why social justice is important when teaching literature. The main portion of

the research is going to include research articles, dissertations and books that address the

types of literature that teachers would include and their practical applications that align with

literature study guidelines, as well as how said literature is received by students of varying

backgrounds.
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1.1 Research question
How can we successfully incorporate social justice studies in English literature courses?

What literature and what type of methods are suitable for teaching social justice in this way?

And what type of teaching materials and guidelines exist already?

1.2 Method
We started the research process of this literature review by sifting through any title that could

connect back to our areas of interest, which included key terms such as literature, social

justice, controversial topics, critical pedagogy, literacy, children’s literature, etc. The topic of

this review became clearer as we developed more succinct focus areas and expanded our

understanding of social justice within literature. JSTOR was the digital library that yielded

the articles and sources that aligned most with the review we wanted to produce. The four

books used in this review were found in Gothenburg University’s digital library and

Harvard’s Online Library Catalogue.

To build on areas that required additional context and research, such as different

perspectives on the canon and different areas included under the umbrella term ‘social

justice’, we utilised a website called connectedpapers.com. This website allowed us to source

articles that connected to those we had already found through key terms and similar

references. This proved useful in finding new titles and authors within adjacent focus areas. It

also proved useful in finding a larger variety of practical applications that were a central

concern of ours. In utilising connectedpapers, we could also identify which areas we lacked

sufficient data on, and what we could exclude from this paper. As we started writing, we also

saw how much information each source rendered.

As we analysed our findings, we realised the uneven distribution of articles across

countries. A large majority of the references used in this review stem from the USA, which to

put into perspective was represented by 10 different sources, with 2 sources from Canadian

publishers and 2 British sources, respectively. While the scope of our review might be

somewhat limited by our selection, we realised through our findings that this type of socially

conscious research is written in the places and within the contexts where it is highly relevant.
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This is a natural progression in the sense that academic articles will emerge when there

already exists a discussion or a particular need for this sort of research to be conducted.

Our topic of choice was a concern of many educators, especially in the United States,

since the majority of our sources were written from an American perspective. We assume this

to be a result of greater discourse surrounding social justice in a country with a large racial

and religious diversity. Greater attention to related subjects results in a larger pool of research

and resources available. Naturally, this is important to keep in mind as it limits the scope of

our review.

2 Terminology & Background
In this section we want to define important and recurring terms and their context within this

literature review. These are some of the most important terms to understanding the concept of

social justice, literature and the research surrounding both topics. Some terms refer to

different classroom practices while others are more theoretical and speculative as to what we

read or the ways in which we read books.

The latter can be something called critical literacy, which, as described by

Borsheim-Black et. al (2014), is the study of literature, not with the intent to closely examine

the text itself, but to “draw attention to implicit ideologies of texts and textual practices by

examining issues of power, normativity, and representation” (p. 123). Language and texts, in

this view, are always ideological and can thus never be neutral. Critical literacy, in contrast to

New Criticism and Reader response theory, problematises how literature affects politics,

ideologies and norms in society. To briefly explain the two other ways of approaching

literature, New Criticism involves valuing literary works on their own merit rather than by

who wrote it or the history of the work, whereas Reader response theory focuses on readers’

experiences of the literature.

Canonical literature often works as a historical overview of social justice dispositions

in different cultures throughout history, and thus lends itself useful for analysis when

studying social justice. Social justice dispositions, as Alsup & Miller (2014) explore the term,

are the different mindsets or general attitudes that form one’s understanding or regard of

social justice. The relevance of the term towards understanding the contexts of this paper

revolves around recognising that dispositions exist and the importance of being able to

identify our dispositions towards different topics of contention. Canonicity or canonical
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literature, in turn, are according to Borsheim-Black et. al., texts that have some professed

inherent cultural and literary value. Because of this, canonical texts are among the most

taught texts in schools and are in some English-speaking countries also included as obligatory

material in the curriculum. As the canon is often discussed and considered in studies of

literature teaching, it is also a recurring literature theme throughout this review along with

elements of other genres such as young adult literature [YAL].

There must be some sensitivity with regards to some of the subjects we will discuss in

this review and this is a prevalent discussion when we speak of politicised classrooms, or

rather the politics inherently involved in schools and education. These are addressed in

Bender-Slack’s article (2010), where they explain how classrooms are not politically neutral

spaces; how we acknowledge and either counter or adapt to the politics that we recognise in

our own classrooms will reveal how we allow politics to affect our teaching.

2.1 Social Justice
“Inclusiveness benefits all students” (Swartz, 2020, p.82). This is a decisive statement which

has been proven to be true when we treat learning as a social activity and the classroom as a

place where we can, and should be able to, learn about a variety of different topics in multiple

subjects. Social justice issues are only one example. In this review, we have established social

justice as working with select issues that relate to inequality or discrimination. Working with

social justice as we encounter it in literature is about relating to these issues through

individual accounts and experiences. As follows, we have listed some of these issues and a

recollection of their current place and how they contribute to the academic discourse and

education about social justice.

One of these issues is racism, which Lewis et. al. (2009) refer to as the discrimination

and prejudice on both societal and individual levels against people based on their race or

ethnicity. In addition, they also touch on racial inequity and the role of education in

deciphering race as a social construct, while acknowledging that race or ethnicity can unite a

group of people. There are many historical and societal contexts surrounding racism that are

unequivocally linked to how we talk about and debate social justice. This can also intimidate

teachers in finding a balance as to what factors and how much of a background students

might need in order to understand how our concepts of ethnicity or race influence and

pervade these types of conversations.
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Smith (1995) believes that social justice at its very core is about questioning the

current norms and striving towards equality for all. Feminist pedagogy would thus be a

reasonable way to approach this topic in the classroom since it is about deconstructing

male-dominated standards within social justice discourse. This relates to the current standards

of critical pedagogy and social justice education which are based on a socially constructed

and male-dominated narrative. Feminism in this case is not only women’s struggle in a

male-dominated environment. Within the concept of feminist pedagogy, the struggles of

every marginalised group, whether it be based on ethnicity, sexuality or class, can be included

and problematised.

When teaching about equity, Swartz (2020) discloses the importance of confronting

and exploring the issue of homophobia in the classroom. It is of great importance to raise

awareness on the subject of gender and sexual identity and oppose intolerance among the

general public as early as possible. Both Swartz and Whittingham & Rickman (2015) believe

literature can be a successful medium for doing so. Since the release of the first notable YAL

book depicting openly homosexual characters, Donovan’s I’ll Get There: It Better be Worth

the Trip in 1969, the amount of YAL 2 with LGBTQ+ themes has increased every decade. In

later years, the characters of these books have come to be depicted in a more positive and

more relatable light, granting students of all sexualities and gender identities stories and

characters to identify with. Although there is a vast amount of literature available on the topic

today, it is, according to Whittingham & Rickman, still quite uncommon in schools.

Lastly, the issues and stigmas of mental health are included under what we refer to as

social justice, mainly based on the case study by Tinkle (2022), and her practical teaching of

autobiographies written by authors with mental illnesses to college aged students. It is

complex to discuss since conditions related to mental health coincide with an individual’s

psychological or emotional well-being, but it becomes a social justice issue when one

recognises that there exists stigma or discrimination. As Swartz (2020) writes, there are many

different novels one could use to approach the topic of mental health and mental disability.

Some examples he gives are A Boy Called Bat by Elana K. Arnold, which deals with autism,

and Raina Telgemeier’s graphic novel, Guts, which handles mental anxiety. This type of

working with literature is, like Swartz writes, about offering insight into something most will

not immediately be able to understand and helping students learn how to sympathise. Tinkle

also explains how this topic is becoming increasingly important to younger generations. This

is because people are becoming more in touch with personal struggles with mental illness and
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the struggles of people close to us, which is both cause and effect of growing understanding

and research into mental health.

2.2 The Canon
When we consider historical ways of teaching literature, we often look to the literary canon.

The canon can signify both classical works of literature or the books that are typically taught

in the English classroom. Some would argue that select books have this inherent cultural and

literary value, which is why the canon has such a distinct and uplifted status within English

literature studies. No matter which works we include under that title, the canon remains a

staple in culture and education.

Many canonical works, from Hamlet to Animal Farm, reflect a historical period

which often creates the basis for how we construct a literature studies course. Cuthbert (2021)

recognises that one problem with the literary canon is that when taught, teachers are inclined

to follow a tradition of a classic transmission of theories. Transmitting knowledge is, in this

case, explaining previous interpretations of literature with the hopes that students will reach

the same conclusion. For example, teaching about Shelley’s Frankenstein and transmitting

the knowledge of the real monster being the scientist called Frankenstein, in this particular

story. This is very much in line with the classical teaching code where, per Borsheim-Black

et. al., you read with rather than against the book. “Reading with a text related to canonicity

assumes that students should read a particular text precisely because it is among the most

taught texts” (Borsheim-Black et. al. 2014, p. 125). This relies on the belief in certain books'

inherent value. Against, in this case, means to read with a critical eye. “Reading against a

text’s canonicity challenges [...] students to take the canon as an object of examination”

(Borsheim-Black et. al. 2014, p. 125). As long as we discuss and problematise the way we

pass down literature, we can keep many of the same books whilst adapting them to fit a

changing type of reader and culture.

Literature studies have for a long time relied on this transmission of information to

learn about historical contexts or literary devices. This does not have to be a bad thing

because, while personal connections to texts, authors and characters, have always played an

important part in literature studies, in accordance with reader response theory,

Borsheim-Black et. al argue that there has been and rightly should be a shift towards all

pieces of literature as objects of examination. This refers to the idea that we should analyse

all books in such a way that we continue to question and study their contents, language and
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cultural value, irrelevant of the status we assign said books. To do this successfully would

involve judging books through critical literacy and utilising New criticism to assess books in

and of themselves.

The canon is interesting to work with as it gives the reader several historical accounts

of, for instance, values and interests within a particular culture. The themes that we associate

with these books and stories also permeate popular culture and the students often have at least

some familiarity with the canon as a result. How we adapt, relate and to which extent we

allow canonical books to dominate our understanding of literature could be discussed and

may require further study.

2.3 Background - Why Social Justice?
Why should we incorporate social justice issues into English classes and not keep this content

to subjects like history or social sciences? First of all, it is explicitly stated in the Swedish

syllabi for English 5, 6 and 7 that students are to “be given the opportunity to develop

knowledge of living conditions, social issues and cultural features in different contexts and

parts of the world where English is used ”(Skolverket, 2021). Secondly, English is a subject

that all students, regardless of their Upper Secondary school specialisations, study for the

duration of several courses, as compared to history or social science which a majority of

students study during a one-year period. This gives English teachers a lot of time to work on

a variety of topics.

Using literature to teach about social justice or using social justice to spark an

interest in literature are two schools of thought and approaches that we have encountered

during the course of our research and which we found equally interesting to consider. Both

ways of combining social justice and literature are tried and analysed by authors in the works

of this review, resulting in them identifying similar benefits and challenges with these types

of projects. Like in Tinkle’s case study (2022), students can embrace a project, and “as the

course progressed, students occasionally disclosed something of their experiences with

mental illness” (p.272). The college students’ work effectively combined reading, writing and

critical discourse with the social justice issue of mental health as its core. A contrasting

example is in Trainor’s (2002) research article on the topic of critical pedagogy which

showed the counter effects that social issues can have on a literature course when a student

gets offended. In this case, the student tends to reject the teaching materials and the intended
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message which may defeat the purpose of including the subject. The teacher explains how

their “efforts are compromised by (in part because they are predicated on) the moral necessity

of excluding the very students whom, arguably, we most need to reach.” (Trainor, 2002, p.

636). Whether positive or negative, the social justice theme tends to affect student

engagement within a literature course, since literature can be interpreted in different ways.

Teaching for democracy is also implicit in teaching about social justice issues.

VanOverbeke (2009), in a book chapter summarising his theoretical research, negotiates the

meaning of democracy, its importance and how it correlates to the relationship between

education and history. He writes of how we relate to our history and how history actively

informs society and the preservation of a nation’s democracy. Understanding social justice is

crucial for accomplishing one's democratic duty and being able to develop an informed

opinion. Borsheim-Black et. al. (2014), in their theoretical research article, affirm that critical

literacy is an important skill that adds to the foundation of fostering future democratic

citizens as well as preparing students for higher education. Critical literacy can, in turn, be

considered intrinsically connected to the topic of social justice in that both rely on critical

social theory.

3 Findings
The following section discusses the findings of studies focusing on why social issues should

be included in literature studies. Secondly, how teachers successfully choose and use

materials for these types of literature projects. Lastly we address possible issues that may

arise throughout the processes of creating these courses.

3.1 Literature Selection
We select which literature types, genres, central issues and authors we want to incorporate

into our literature courses. In making a selection, we automatically exclude something else.

While some teachers rely on the literary canon, others look to more modern literature and

young adult literature, which Rybakova et. al (2013) explains in their research article, as a

common type of literature to include in upper secondary English.

Cuthbert (2021), in her book chapter and perspective piece on the topic on English

literature, mentions that some literature is selected to fit a certain purpose. If a teacher wishes

11



to speak about topics like those connected to social justice issues, literature is a very common

way of doing so. Some examples she gives, to take a “thematic and comparative approach,

books from a diverse range of cultures, from Achebe’s Things Fall Apart to Lampedusa’s The

Leopard, could be included.” (p.69). We tend to select literature to suit a topic rather than

selecting literature that just so happens to address this one topic or another. Cuthbert seems

critical towards this way of selecting books, preferring the second method of finding what the

teachers themselves consider to be good books, first and foremost, followed by considering

the central issues of the texts later on. She argues that any book can be read through a critical

lens which makes our selections important. Most important, however, is how the teacher

approaches the work and materials surrounding their literature selection.

Borsheim-Black et. al. (2014) compiled a table in their theoretical research article

(table 1, p.126-127) of the considerations teachers may take into account when selecting

literature and the reasons we choose to use or veer from the literary canon. They ask

questions such as; what are the consequences of teaching this text? What makes this work

canonical? What period in history does this book tell us about, and what are the implications

of that? They see the need to identify what canonicity is, how every work exists in a larger

scope and context and of course which literary elements students will be able to comprehend

and problematise.

As mentioned previously, Rybakova et. al. (2013), remark on the usefulness of YAL.

They name the books Between Shades of Grey, Thirteen Reasons Why, and The Particular

Sadness of Lemon Cake. While we sometimes have to look for hidden themes and issues in

canonical literature, YAL offers more direct, explicit mentions of different subjects relating to

social justice issues. Modern literature, in turn, has similar benefits and pitfalls to teaching

about young adult literature, but is typically geared towards a more mature audience, some

examples being Winterson’s Written on the Body and Coetzee’s Boyhood, included from our

own teacher education. More contemporary literature also has the benefit of engaging readers

differently in that students can analyse what social justice means in modern times.

In Tinkle’s (2022) literature selection of autobiographies depicting struggles with

mental illness, for example Talusan’s The Body Papers: A Memoir and Wurtzel’s Prozac

Nation: Young and Depressed in America, students remarked that she failed to include

authors of “racial and ethnic diversity” (2022:254). Based on Tinkle’s account of interviews

conducted with her students, they felt that racial and ethnic diversity was an important aspect

to consider since the authors’ diversity and representation can add important elements to

discussing different experiences involved with being mentally ill. To build on this, we felt it
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important to note that creating a classroom climate where students can question teachers’

choices is paramount to how students receive new topics and materials.

3.2 Teacher Biases
Teachers can never be fully neutral. Bender-Slack (2010), in their qualitative study,

interviews 22 secondary teachers from different backgrounds who live in a Midwestern city

in the US. Bender-Slack concludes, from her collected interview transcripts, how it is

important to recognise the classroom as a political space and to recognise any tendencies on

the part of the teacher. In an interview, one teacher “asserted that “every day that you come in

here and you choose to focus on certain things, you're saying those are a priority and so how

can it [school] not be a political space?”. She recognised the political role of the teacher and

the curriculum within the educational institution. (Bender-Slack, 2010, p. 187).

Kelly et. al. (2004) conduct an exploratory study and textual analysis on teachers’

perceptions of teaching about social justice. They recognise that different kinds of biases

exist in the world of education. Some teachers look to their own political beliefs when they

discuss certain issues that relate to society or societal issues. Some examples are the liberal

teachers teaching about social equality or the critical teachers teaching similar subjects

through what they do not consider to be just in current democracies, very much in line with

how they identify democracy and learning for democracy. Other teachers are affected by

external influences like administrators, colleagues, parents and students. Some teachers,

according to Swartz (2020), will limit themselves due to insecurities and fear of

ill-preparedness when raising uncomfortable topics.

Curricular bias toward some types of content is also a concern that is not easily

remedied. Kelly et. al. note that the very same teachers accused of political bias direct

criticism toward the bias and limitations of different curricula and the standard materials

available, such as textbooks or other teaching resources. “[A]nd you’re stuck with a program

which is even more biased because you’re teaching one vision, one textbook with a few

authors, usually male authors anyway, White, and so on” (p. 50). Kelly et. al. also mention

something called the sidebar approach, which means to introduce what could be likened to a

summary of a topic that exists within what is generally considered the main issue. A prime

example of this, given by Kelly et. al. in a book about World War 2, was a few short

sentences about the Holocaust to then return to the ‘main’ concern of World War 2. The

sidebar approach excludes and minimises issues as if they were secondary concerns, which
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quickly can turn problematic. It also leans heavily on the idea of a socially dominant

curriculum.

Another concern, connected to how teachers form their personal beliefs and biases,

is in how we recognise and acknowledge social justice. In their review article, Alsup &

Miller (2014) analyse current social justice dispositions in the context of teacher education

and the American National Council for Accreditation of Teacher Education [NCATE]. One of

their main points of discussion was in the NCATE’s revision and removal of the explicit use

of the term social justice. This term was in some ways used to ensure the concept of social

justice and its recognition within teacher education. Kelly et. al. similarly remark on how

social justice dispositions, our understanding of social justice, influence what elements of it

are included in how teachers create their English courses.

To summarise, it is natural and inevitable that teachers will bring their biases into

their teaching in some way or form. It is therefore important to question your material and

negotiate your biases, or someone else will question the way we teach at certain points in our

careers.

3.3 Difficulties with Incorporating Social Justice
Learning social justice through literature can be a divisive subject. We are aware that this is

fully reasonable since social justice as a subject revolves around questioning the state of

society at its core. Therefore, we must include some reasons why our topic, at times, becomes

a point of contention.

Trainor’s research article (2002) examines, through her own classroom observations,

the issues that arise among her students when dealing with social justice-related texts and

how the Caucasian characters are othered in what are often unflattering depictions. This does

not have to be a problem as long as we handle the topic well as educators when we practice

critical pedagogy. However, it can be difficult as students can feel vilified and targeted. She

mentions a course where some students felt they were being blamed for the issues discussed,

while “being force-fed a liberal ideology” (p. 632). For students to be able to effectively

benefit from the material used, students and teachers need to be able to form and relate an

objective perspective. This is one example where it is difficult to draw a line between when

the classroom becomes so political that it becomes harmful to the classroom climate and what

the teacher is trying to teach.
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Brauer (2018), in her review article using content analysis, remarks on the importance

of access to media and the limitations of the industries that release books and films among

other things. What she means is that there are factors beyond what teachers choose to teach

and what students accept to be taught that affect how we can incorporate social justice

elements into our teaching. One such factor is the resources available to us. The materials

available in schools, the opportunity to purchase materials and which materials become

commercially and readily available are all things to consider when making choices regarding

which topics to include. When we do have materials we also have to think about their

suitability; whether they, as Brauer lists, are realistic, tell the truth, project bias, stereotype or

influence students in some way we cannot predict. Some students have different reading

capabilities or reading speeds which, in turn, affects what we can do with literature. A

common solution has been for students to pick individual books or reading materials, but this

limits the collaborative work that is possible when working with the same materials.

3.4 Practical Applications
The majority of the literature used in this review demonstrates how to practically apply

literary works based on social justice in the language classroom. In the following section, we

present a selection of ways to approach social justice literature in a classroom setting.

Tinkle (2022) explains her use of autobiographical literature by authors who identify

as mentally ill, in this she also included fact-based reading materials such as Mary de

Young’s Madness: An American History of Mental Illness and Its Treatment. She sees the

need to warn students of triggering material before a lesson begins to both accommodate the

student and offer different reading materials. Tinkle’s exercise revolves around how students

can develop what she calls their ‘writer’s voice’, meaning that students' own stories are

afforded space during classes and in writing assignments. One writing assignment consists of

the students discussing stereotypes followed by summarily picking one stereotype and

writing a paragraph on the subject. This could be applicable in a multitude of ways, as long as

we find and provide the right materials to be able to confer on the topic and produce

individual work. Tinkle’s second assignment involved analysing how autobiographical

authors handle stereotypes in their work. While being somewhat advanced, upper secondary

students could still benefit from some aspects of Tinkle’s university course. With discussions

about mental health as a baseline, Tinkle’s students found that the literature course let them
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problematise freely while having to respond to the challenges of their point of view. It also

allowed them to reflect on the importance of identity while allowing them to gain insight and

understanding towards those who deal with the difficulties and stigmas of mental illnesses.

Hughes & Robertson (2011) present an alternative way of creating an environment

for open discussion while simultaneously engaging the students as much as possible through

digital book talks. The main idea of digital book talks is to be able to explore the world of

literature in a multimodal way, setting the tone of each piece of literature with the help of, for

example, films, pictures and music. These different types of media can also help students

develop their ‘voice’ when conversing about literature, helping them express the variety of

emotions they may encounter while exploring the notion of social justice. In their study,

Hughes & Robertson used books that depicted either people going through the hardships of

war in different ways, as in Johnston’s The Harmonica, or people living in poverty, as written

in Upjohn’s Lily and the Paper Man. Deliberating books were meant to spark the imagination

of the students with moral questions, which tend to suit the theme well, or problem solving,

most often without a single correct answer. This, together with the technical tools of digital

book talks, can help enable students to somewhat put themselves in the shoes of suffering and

marginalised people, which is an important step in one's understanding of social justice.

These types of questions, according to Hughes & Robertson, also work well for getting

students engaged in discussion as they are allowed to think rather freely and may have very

different ideas of what a right answer would be. It can become more interactive than a text

analysis, which hopefully triggers the student’s lust for reading as well.

Rybakova et. al. (2013) similarly remark on the importance of presenting reading as

a social experience to motivate students and promote a general interest in books. This opens

up a different kind of approach to studying literature in that students can read about serious

stories in ways that may be more accessible to them. Much like Hughes and Robertson’s book

talks, Rybakova et. al. see the benefits and challenges in using controversial topics to initiate

discussions, purposeful writing assignments and open dialogue. In their article, they select

and analyse three young adult novels, addressing topics such as injustice, suicide and

dysfunctional families. The main takeaway from the article is “to make literature instruction

relevant” (Rybakova et. al., 2013, p. 43) through content that students can understand, relate

to or care about in some way.

Bender-Slack (2010) mentions the need for teachers to plan their approach to a

literature studies course and to prepare for how some students will react differently to some

materials. This could be because it correlates to personal experiences or reading difficulties.
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As mentioned by Bender-Slack in the teacher interviews, the different teachers’ literature

selections create the basis and framework for how the teachers then approach the exercises,

discussions and related topics that we introduce with different pieces of literature.

It is clear in the three articles that open communication with students about the

purposes and contexts of assignments relating to social justice is important to building a

beneficial and safe learning environment. Literature in and of itself makes these types of

topics easier to broach, but it still takes a lot of work on the teacher’s part. The authors seem

to reach the conclusion that constructing a literature course can be a time-consuming effort.

This, of course, is a concern for practising teachers as time constraints limit the work and

work quality.

3.4.1 Creating and Sourcing Materials
A large part of using the teaching methods exemplified in the practical applications involves

being able to efficiently create and source carefully considered and planned materials. This

can be a time-consuming endeavour, especially where literature is concerned since teachers

must read through a larger selection of novels and stories, and make their own selection and

only then are they able to start building their literature courses. This is a large reason why

teachers may look to their old materials or turn to the canon where a lot of material is already

tested, tried and available on a worldwide scale. Rybakova et. al. (2013) also recognise how

often YAL is used by teachers in order to promote student engagement and to relate easier to

students and the issues students would normally read about. These are some reasons why,

when we speak of literature, the canon and YAL are so prevalent and dominate the

discussion.

Larry Swartz’s Teaching Tough Topics (2020) targets teachers with examples of

different topics, methods, practical applications and literature from his own teaching

experience and research. His recommended literature includes canonical, young adult and

modern literature, especially suited for the selected topics. Swartz’s focus lies mainly on the

methods of teaching social justice through literature rather than the texts that were chosen.

This together with a wide variety of genres demonstrates how any book or text can be used

and taught successfully if the teaching methods are well adapted to the purpose.
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4 Discussion
The historical importance of social justice movements in the US, as well as the country’s

global influence, makes it a centre for research and discussions regarding the topic. This

means that research originating in the US informs current ideas and dispositions toward

social justice even outside of an American context. In this selection, we also set aside what

teaching literature and social justice might mean in a host of other countries.

An important and interesting aspect for us throughout this project was to speculate

on our sources and this review’s implications within a Swedish context. The Swedish

curriculum is clear that social justice issues should be explored both nationally and

internationally with English as a focal point. The articles’ universal application of different

theories and methods was particularly beneficial to imagining how some of those same

approaches can be utilised in Swedish English courses at different levels. For example, the

importance of considering your literature selection, recognising what content will not fit

certain classes or students, and getting students to genuinely engage with the materials, apply

regardless of country or cultural background.

Some things change, however, depending on where the material is being taught.

Teachers’ literature selections, especially, can affect several students with mixed origins in a

host of different ways. Herein lies the question of what is too close for comfort and might be

too sensitive a topic as compared to picking materials that are close enough to the students

that the content truly matters to them. Proximity to the content of reading materials led to an

interesting discussion. We realised similarities in the ways students distance themselves from

uncomfortable books or topics in both English-speaking countries or countries like Sweden

where we learn English as a foreign language [EFL]. In places like the US or UK when

students want to distance themselves from what they read, this becomes easier where

historical works are concerned since those books naturally lend readers some distance. In

Sweden or places like Sweden, students may also distance themselves from more

contemporary materials, surmising that geographical and perceived cultural distance also

creates the scenario of them and us. In doing so, they often miss similarities or neglect the

gravity of some themes, especially when they make us uncomfortable. This can be important

to explicitly address since it is something we do unknowingly.

As we have referred to earlier in this review, Brauer (2018) remarks on how much of

a role the distribution and accessibility of texts play in what literature we want to and can
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teach. A teacher can personally not guarantee a certain standard or variation in their literature

course if the materials available do not adhere to that same standard. A concern regarding this

accessibility of literature is how much attention or how widely published a work would have

to be in order for English teachers in ESL countries to take note and specifically order or

access books that might not be as commercially available as more popular or traditional

works of fiction. It often is down to either the teacher or administration to recognise this lack

of diversity as a problem and to amend it.

When we approach the topic of teaching social justice in this literature review we do

so with a general interest that may accompany a certain amount of bias. Therein lies the

importance of considering teacher biases and preferences and what we choose to do with our

limited class time. One example of this could be the sidebar approach, where the teacher

includes the materials they should but only as much as they are required to. It is up to the

teacher to decide what aspects are most important and subsequently, what they want to give

the students in the way of the values and central focus points related to their subject. Kelly et.

al. (2004) noted clear differences in how teachers with different political sympathies defined

social justice and how they chose to teach accordingly. We believe that every good teacher

strives to remain neutral when teaching what can be considered sensitive subjects but the very

way we understand the subjects can hinder us from even being able to do so. Thus, every

student will leave the classroom with a viewpoint somewhat based on the fundamentals of

their teachers’ understanding of the subject of social justice.

For further and future research we recognise a lack of comparisons of literature in

conjunction with teaching approaches and methods. This would potentially include making

comparisons between different teachers or classrooms that utilise the same materials. This

could preferably be done on a broader scale than what we have been working with during this

project where practical applications have often been limited to one teacher and one

classroom. In our research we also noticed that there is room for survey based questionnaires

and the like regarding subjects like teacher biases or teachers’ literature selections. This could

open up for more direct comparable data on attitudes to literature and social justice and the

methods teachers use.
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4.1 Discussing Curricula
In this review, we also wanted to consider how curricula affect teachers’ literature selections

and their general teaching. When we make literature selections, we prioritise the themes,

genres and issues that most concern us. There are some guidelines from different syllabi we

must adhere to, and often other things that restrict teacher autonomy. Still, we make choices

on what to include and this is why we can see some teachers’ preferences and styles when it

comes to teaching literature. Irrelevant of which genres or authors you as a teacher choose to

incorporate into your classroom, one should always turn to materials that can be adapted to

your teaching style. As long as the methods of teaching adheres to the chosen literature, the

discussion regarding social justice can still be applicable regardless, as evidenced by the

examples given by the different authors in this section.

We tend to focus on the Swedish syllabi for English courses 5-7 due to their higher

relevance to us. However, here we also chose to compare it with the GCE AS and A-level

standards in the UK, distributed by GOV.UK; is an official website of the British government,

as the UK often creates some sort of basis for other English courses around the world. We

also include the Common Core State initiative, which is a form of a standardised curriculum

for American K-12 education adopted by most states. The explicit goal of their standards on

literacy studies is to provide students with the necessary qualifications for college or career

readiness. This includes critical thinking, analytic abilities, and the ability to compare,

contrast and draw conclusions on different literary works. Schools and teachers are somewhat

free to choose texts as they see fit, within a certain range of genres, including stories, dramas,

and poems. There is, however, some mandatory literature in the Common Core. These are

foundational documents from American history, selections from American literature and

world literature, an American drama and a play by Shakespeare. These requirements apply to

grades 9-12, representing students the age of 14-18. There are instances when certain types of

literature such as dramas and plays are required for a number of exercises. Shakespeare, for

example, is meant to be compared by the students with other literary works at several

different moments throughout their courses. One can therefore expect that the students get to

study more plays and dramas than the mandatory few.

GCE AS and A, or the General Certificate of Education - Advanced Subsidiary level

and Advanced level, is a testing system in the UK mainly administered to 16 to 19-year-olds

before beginning their university studies. These GCE level standards regulate the courses that

precede the corresponding tests. We focus on the English literature course which lists that a
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minimum of 8 literary works must be included during the course with 3 published before the

20th century, one work published after 2000, and a bit predictably, at least one play by

Shakespeare. The GCE specifications also list the importance of students’ deeper

understanding of texts, how texts or authors relate or influence each other, or how literature

manifests in different cultures and contexts. While these standards somewhat limit the

teachers’ selections, these guidelines ring very true to how English literature should be

approached according to the Swedish English course syllabi with a focus on how we

problematise literature and place it into a societal or historical context.

Some of these standards implemented in the US and UK limit teachers’ free

selection in accordance with the criteria they have to meet. The materials that are produced

by and for these teachers are then often used outside of these countries. In countries like

Sweden, this might influence what we work with, and while our curriculum and syllabi

permit teachers more autonomy in our selection of literature, we will still draw inspiration

and source materials from the US and UK. The resources available affect what and how we

choose to teach.

5 Conclusion
How can we successfully incorporate social justice studies in English literature courses? The

answer is reasonably based on what we have read and analysed in previous research on the

successes of various theories and classroom-tested approaches. We have realised during the

course of this research that it is not what we teach about in the context of social justice issues,

but how we teach, that is important. A conclusion that we reached on this topic is to use the

literature that suits your teaching methods best. Popular literature choices among teachers

include classic literature, which has been the subject of analysis and discussion for many

years, as well as YAL and modern literature that may touch upon subjects of social issues

more directly. Depending on curricular requirements, access to books and personal

preference, whether we choose to work with entire novels or excerpts, we conclude that we

always have choices in how we work with social justice in the context of literature.

As teachers selecting literature, we can choose not to work with materials we do not

understand well enough, or where we have no point of reference. After all, literature in itself

will have a lesser impact than how a teacher approaches and manages to integrate a piece of
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literature and related topics into their course. In this, we recognise teacher bias in which we

feel able to teach with greater confidence as opposed to areas where we lack the tools to teach

effectively. A part of this is also accepting criticism and feedback, from students and

colleagues alike, to stay informed of how our teaching and our course work can be further

developed to encompass more social justice issues, literary works or authors in the future.

When constructing these types of literature courses, one must take into account the

importance of working to create an open-minded and accepting environment for classroom

discussions for them to be fruitful. This is important to student engagement and our ability to

include students in how we speak of and work with the materials. Discussion and

retrospection are important elements of working with social justice issues and literature in a

more general sense. To be able to express oneself freely is of utmost importance when

approaching social justice.

We recognise the intricacies of working with complex subjects and how they appear

in the literature. In this, we also note that literature remains the best way to approach these

issues because literature can create a comfortable distance so that students are free to reflect.

The aim is to widen one’s perspective and explore students' ability and willingness to relate to

experiences that they themselves do not recognise from their own lives.

22



References
Alsup, J., & Miller, sj. (2014). Reclaiming English Education: Rooting Social Justice in

Dispositions. English Education, 46(3), 195–215.

http://www.jstor.org/stable/24570902

Bender-Slack, D. (2010). Texts, Talk ... and Fear? English Language Arts Teachers Negotiate

Social Justice Teaching. English Education, 42(2), 181–203.

http://www.jstor.org/stable/40607961

Borsheim-Black, C., Macaluso, M., & Petrone, R. (2014). Critical Literature Pedagogy:

Teaching Canonical Literature for Critical Literacy. Journal of Adolescent & Adult

Literacy, 58(2), 123–133. http://www.jstor.org/stable/24034704

Brauer, L. (2018). Access to What? English, Texts, and Social Justice Pedagogy. Journal of

Adolescent & Adult Literacy, 61(6), 631–642. http://www.jstor.org/stable/266328

Cuthbert, A. S. (2021). English literature. In A. S. Cuthbert & A. Standish (Eds.), What

Should Schools Teach?: Disciplines, subjects and the pursuit of truth (2nd ed., pp.

54–72). UCL Press. https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv14t475s.10

Department of Education. (9 April 2014). GCE AS and A level English Literature.

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/gce-as-and-a-level-for-english-literatur

e

Hughes, J. M., & Robertson, L. (2011). Teachers as Moral Compasses: Exploring Critical

Literacy through Digital Social Justice Book Talks. Language and Literacy, 13(2),

23-n/a.

https://www.proquest.com/scholarly-journals/teachers-as-moral-compasses-explorin

g-critical/docview/1428558988/se-2

Kelly, D., Brandes, G.M., & Orlowski, P. (2004). Teaching for Social Justice: Veteran High

School Teachers' Perspectives. Scholar-Practitioner Quarterly, 2(2), 39-57.

https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ796111.pd

Lewis, A., O’ Connor, C., Mueller, J. (2009). Discrimination, Culture, or Capital?. In Ayers,

W., M. Quinn, T., & Stovall, D. (Eds.), Handbook of Social Justice (pp. 249-276).

Routledge.

  National Governors Association Center for Best Practices, Council of Chief State School

Officers. (2010). Common Core State Standards. National Governors Association

23

http://www.jstor.org/stable/24570902
http://www.jstor.org/stable/40607961
http://www.jstor.org/stable/24034704
http://www.jstor.org/stable/26632886
https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv14t475s.10
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/gce-as-and-a-level-for-english-literature
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/gce-as-and-a-level-for-english-literature
https://www.proquest.com/scholarly-journals/teachers-as-moral-compasses-exploring-critical/docview/1428558988/se-2
https://www.proquest.com/scholarly-journals/teachers-as-moral-compasses-exploring-critical/docview/1428558988/se-2
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ796111.pdf


Center for Best Practices, Council of Chief State School Officers, Washington

D.C. Copyright. http://www.corestandards.org/

Rybakova, K., Piotrowski, A., & Harper, E. (2013). Teaching controversial young adult

literature with the common core. The Wisconsin English Journal, 55(1), 37-45.

https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Amy-Piotrowski/publication/316860971_Teach

ing_Controversial_Young_Adult_Literature_With_the_Common_Core/links/5914a1

e0aca27200fe4e897e/Teaching-Controversial-Young-Adult-Literature-With-the-Co

mmon-Core.pdf

Skolverket (2021). Ämnesplan i engelska.

https://www.skolverket.se/undervisning/gymnasieskolan/laroplan-program-oc

h-amnen-i-gymnasieskolan/gymnasieprogrammen/amne?url=1530314731%2

Fsyllabuscw%2Fjsp%2Fsubject.htm%3FsubjectCode%3DENG%26lang%3D

sv%26tos%3Dgy%26p%3Dp&sv.url=12.5dfee44715d35a5cdfa92a3

Skolverket. (2020). Läroplan för gymnasieskolan. skolverket.se.

https://www.skolverket.se/undervisning/gymnasieskolan/laroplan-program-och-amn

en-i-gymnasieskolan/laroplan-gy11-for-gymnasieskolan?url=-996270488%2Fsyllab

uscw%2Fjsp%2Fcurriculum.htm%3Ftos%3Dgy&sv.url=12.6011fe501629fd150a27

14f#anchor_1

Smith, D. (1995). Feminism and critical pedagogy. Feminist Teacher, 9(1), 37.

https://www.proquest.com/scholarly-journals/feminism-critical-pedagogy/docview/2

24981030/se-2

Swartz, L. (2020). Teaching Tough Topics. Pembroke Publishers.

Tinkle, T. (2022) Pedagogies of the Mad. Pedagogy, 22 (2): 253–277.

https://doi-org.ezproxy.ub.gu.se/10.1215/15314200-9576432

Trainor, J. S. (2002). Critical Pedagogy’s “Other”: Constructions of Whiteness in Education

for Social Change. College Composition and Communication, 53(4), 631–650.

https://doi.org/10.2307/1512119

VanOverbeke, M.A. (2009). Educating the Democratic Citizen. In Ayers, W., M. Quinn, T., &

Stovall, D. (Eds.), Handbook of Social Justice (pp. 15-23). Routledge.

Whittingham, J., & Rickman, W. (2007). Controversial books in the middle school: Can they

make a difference?. Middle School Journal, 38(5), 41-45.

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/00940771.2007.11461601

24

http://www.corestandards.org/
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Amy-Piotrowski/publication/316860971_Teaching_Controversial_Young_Adult_Literature_With_the_Common_Core/links/5914a1e0aca27200fe4e897e/Teaching-Controversial-Young-Adult-Literature-With-the-Common-Core.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Amy-Piotrowski/publication/316860971_Teaching_Controversial_Young_Adult_Literature_With_the_Common_Core/links/5914a1e0aca27200fe4e897e/Teaching-Controversial-Young-Adult-Literature-With-the-Common-Core.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Amy-Piotrowski/publication/316860971_Teaching_Controversial_Young_Adult_Literature_With_the_Common_Core/links/5914a1e0aca27200fe4e897e/Teaching-Controversial-Young-Adult-Literature-With-the-Common-Core.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Amy-Piotrowski/publication/316860971_Teaching_Controversial_Young_Adult_Literature_With_the_Common_Core/links/5914a1e0aca27200fe4e897e/Teaching-Controversial-Young-Adult-Literature-With-the-Common-Core.pdf
https://www.skolverket.se/undervisning/gymnasieskolan/laroplan-program-och-amnen-i-gymnasieskolan/gymnasieprogrammen/amne?url=1530314731%2Fsyllabuscw%2Fjsp%2Fsubject.htm%3FsubjectCode%3DENG%26lang%3Dsv%26tos%3Dgy%26p%3Dp&sv.url=12.5dfee44715d35a5cdfa92a3
https://www.skolverket.se/undervisning/gymnasieskolan/laroplan-program-och-amnen-i-gymnasieskolan/gymnasieprogrammen/amne?url=1530314731%2Fsyllabuscw%2Fjsp%2Fsubject.htm%3FsubjectCode%3DENG%26lang%3Dsv%26tos%3Dgy%26p%3Dp&sv.url=12.5dfee44715d35a5cdfa92a3
https://www.skolverket.se/undervisning/gymnasieskolan/laroplan-program-och-amnen-i-gymnasieskolan/gymnasieprogrammen/amne?url=1530314731%2Fsyllabuscw%2Fjsp%2Fsubject.htm%3FsubjectCode%3DENG%26lang%3Dsv%26tos%3Dgy%26p%3Dp&sv.url=12.5dfee44715d35a5cdfa92a3
https://www.skolverket.se/undervisning/gymnasieskolan/laroplan-program-och-amnen-i-gymnasieskolan/gymnasieprogrammen/amne?url=1530314731%2Fsyllabuscw%2Fjsp%2Fsubject.htm%3FsubjectCode%3DENG%26lang%3Dsv%26tos%3Dgy%26p%3Dp&sv.url=12.5dfee44715d35a5cdfa92a3
https://www.skolverket.se/undervisning/gymnasieskolan/laroplan-program-och-amnen-i-gymnasieskolan/gymnasieprogrammen/amne?url=1530314731%2Fsyllabuscw%2Fjsp%2Fsubject.htm%3FsubjectCode%3DENG%26lang%3Dsv%26tos%3Dgy%26p%3Dp&sv.url=12.5dfee44715d35a5cdfa92a3
https://www.skolverket.se/undervisning/gymnasieskolan/laroplan-program-och-amnen-i-gymnasieskolan/laroplan-gy11-for-gymnasieskolan?url=-996270488%2Fsyllabuscw%2Fjsp%2Fcurriculum.htm%3Ftos%3Dgy&sv.url=12.6011fe501629fd150a2714f#anchor_1
https://www.skolverket.se/undervisning/gymnasieskolan/laroplan-program-och-amnen-i-gymnasieskolan/laroplan-gy11-for-gymnasieskolan?url=-996270488%2Fsyllabuscw%2Fjsp%2Fcurriculum.htm%3Ftos%3Dgy&sv.url=12.6011fe501629fd150a2714f#anchor_1
https://www.skolverket.se/undervisning/gymnasieskolan/laroplan-program-och-amnen-i-gymnasieskolan/laroplan-gy11-for-gymnasieskolan?url=-996270488%2Fsyllabuscw%2Fjsp%2Fcurriculum.htm%3Ftos%3Dgy&sv.url=12.6011fe501629fd150a2714f#anchor_1
https://www.skolverket.se/undervisning/gymnasieskolan/laroplan-program-och-amnen-i-gymnasieskolan/laroplan-gy11-for-gymnasieskolan?url=-996270488%2Fsyllabuscw%2Fjsp%2Fcurriculum.htm%3Ftos%3Dgy&sv.url=12.6011fe501629fd150a2714f#anchor_1
https://www.proquest.com/scholarly-journals/feminism-critical-pedagogy/docview/224981030/se-2
https://www.proquest.com/scholarly-journals/feminism-critical-pedagogy/docview/224981030/se-2
https://doi-org.ezproxy.ub.gu.se/10.1215/15314200-9576432
https://doi.org/10.2307/1512119
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/00940771.2007.11461601


References to literary works
Coetzee, J.M. (1992). Boyhood. Secker & Warburg.

Orwell, G. (2008). Animal Farm. Penguin Book Ltd.

Shakespeare, W. (1992). Hamlet, prince of Denmark. C. Watts & K. Carabine (Eds.).

Wordsworth Editions. (Original work published 1599)

Shelley, M. (1818 / 2012). Frankenstein. Penguin Classics.

Winterson, J. (2014). Written on the Body. Vintage.

25


