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ABSTRACT 

Research shows that literature contains propensities of human instinct and 

experiences. The knowledge imparted through literature is more effective as it is 

relatable to life experiences.  This research paper highlights the challenges faced by 

teachers and students in a world literature course taught at an undergraduate level. 

In Pakistan, majority of students exhibit low English language proficiency levels. This 

leads to comprehension issues in literary meaning making. This as a consequence 

makes it challenging for teachers to effectively teach the course at tertiary level. The 

data was collected through a quantitative survey method. The participants identified 

for the study were 436 students and 6 teachers teaching the course. The sample 

represented almost 73% of the student population taking the course on World 

Literature at an undergraduate level. The results indicated that lack of language 

proficiency coupled with poor reading habits were major factors that impeded 

learning and directly impacted the motivation to study literature. The results from 

teachers' questionnaires determined that innovative pedagogy, appropriate selection 

of texts and genres were key determinants in generating interest in classrooms. The 

study was significant in terms of highlighting key factors that impeded student interest 
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in studying literature and determining interactive pedagogy as an effective tool to 

achieve effective learning outcomes. 

 

KEYWORDS 
Literature teaching, challenges, Tertiary learning, pedagogy, Pakistani students 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Literature has been widely used as a mode to instill moral and ethical values in the 

reader, and it is also a useful model of learning about the past and future. According 

to Mack (2011) literature has supplemented critical thinking since the inception of 

written communication.  Literature teaches us the value of life, widens our cognition 

towards life, and prepares us for our future (Bakhtin, 2021). Literature can be used to 

develop creative thinking, engage with new ideas, decipher and build mental abilities, 

and widen perspective about life. All these aspects make literature an essential 

component of creative arts. Dewey (cited by Fisher ,2011) comments on the value of 

creative arts and thinking by saying that the arts are more moral than morality. 

Research shows that literature contains predispositions of human instinct and 

experiences. The knowledge imparted through literature is more effective as it is 

relatable to the human truth. Literature binds together individuals and simultaneously 

stimulates debate. Writing permits inventive opportunity. Literature is the most vital 

tool we have for communicating ideas, needs, and changes that transpire in our lives 

to address the future's needs (Dubey,2013). Literature thus becomes a medium that 

documents all the worldly realities in different times and mirrors human society. It 

characterizes other relationships among individuals who share common cultures, 

beliefs, norms, and values. This panorama of events is portrayed through literature 

with an embellishment of the psycho-social, historical and philosophical aspects. 

 

Looking at the imperatives of literature in our lives, we cannot limit the scope of 

literature teaching to secondary school. We need to accept its importance at all 

learning levels, be it elementary, secondary, or tertiary level.  At present, our 

universities (and high schools) are challenged by a global emphasis on educational 

massification, skills, outcomes, and the demand for vocational relevance by students 

who are customers according to university managerialism (Chapman 2000). At the 

university level, the need to embed literature in the curriculum is essential.  

 

According to Nelson (2011) student education should include both these 

competencies training and knowledge that he refers to as “graduate attributes”: In the 

words of Carlyle: “All that mankind has done, gained or been; it is lying as in magic 

preservation in the pages of books"(1981). These magical attributes need to be 

actively transferred to students through a well-grounded experience in reading 

literature. Realizing this fact, international universities have embedded literature in 
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their undergraduate programs. However, in developing countries, especially in 

Pakistan, integrating literature in the curriculum, especially at the tertiary level, is 

still in its infancy. It is considered a subject of Arts and Humanities and likewise 

taught accordingly rather than used as a tool to augment practical learning. In 

Pakistan, the need to educate people about the importance of literature and its 

practicability in other disciplines is not only neglected but completely ignored. 

Among our renowned universities offering world-class education in professional 

fields, very few universities offer literature as a compulsory course. 

 

The teaching of literature remains a dilemma for teachers due to multiple reasons. On 

the one hand, it offers a fascinating world of words and ideas in which the reader 

immerses oneself, learns, and emerges as more knowledgeable. On the other, the 

inability of students to see through the benefits of literature due to 

compartmentalization of education into defined subject areas, the perception of 

literature as a non-relatable subject, and the incapacity to understand the various 

nuances of literary genres due to weak and compromised language skills are a few 

issues that teachers grapple with.     

 

Unfortunately, university students do not match the mature thought process and 

active learning mechanisms to enjoy a subject like literature. When literature is made 

compulsory for students belonging to various disciplines, they cannot perceive its 

utility and connection with their chosen disciplinary fields. From the onset, therefore, 

there is an ill will to study a non-related subject. Moreover, students' weak reading 

habits and a general disconnect with books problematizes matters further. The 

demand for literature to read hugely remains unmet because of poor reading skills 

and practices.   

 

Former research suggests that teachers' methodology in teaching literature is the 

leading cause of the decline in learners' interest in studying literature. In many 

classrooms, the literature teaching has remained traditional, emphasizing teacher text-

centered approaches like lectures, literary surveys, biographical summaries, and text 

analyses with occasional discussions. (Kramsch 1985). Research shows that teachers 

fail to consider the linguistic limitations and lack of critical or analytical skills of 

students who may feel unequipped to overcome the difficulty of a text and for whom 

the foreign literature course may become a “painful lesson in deciphering” texts 

(Grech 2021). 

 

While such approaches may be appropriate and practical at the advanced or graduate 

level as part of a student's professional training, and essential to a complete 

understanding of literature, they may result in frustration and a lack of response and 

interest on the part of a non-specialist.  Lohnes cited in (Chun 1988) Indeed, research 



 
  
 
 
 
 
PJER, Vol 4, Issue 4 (2021)                         Identification of challenges… 

405 
 

has shown that student-centric approaches motivate students to continue language 

study, prepare them for the type of communication they would experience in the 

target culture, and have implications that transcend the classroom. 

 

The research data in Pakistan does not provide enough information about the critical 

issues associated with the teaching and learning of courses in humanities, especially 

literature, to undergraduate students enrolled in various disciplines. Therefore, this 

research paper will investigate the challenges teachers and learners face when teaching 

and studying a world literature course at an undergraduate level. The paper will also 

highlight how problems associated with teaching and learning literature can be 

overcome. 

 

The findings will forecast the existing difficulties for prospective teachers teaching 

similar courses and apprise them about alternative pedagogies to address the issue. 

The study will also prepare the university management to take critical steps and 

arrange the desired preliminaries to run such courses effectively. Moreover, the task 

is significant in appraising the student body about the importance of courses in 

humanities, especially world literature, to broaden their mental horizons and make 

them perceive the world beyond their particular disciplines.    

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Literature is an excellent way to enhance language abilities in the students (Maley 

1989). Literature provides students with a rich cultural experience within a particular 

time and setting. Lazar (1993) states that literature enhances critical thinking skills as 

it directly polishes learners' imaginative abilities. Literature promotes perceptive 

insights into man's existence. It builds the required disciplinary knowledge among 

students and teaches reflective inquiry and critical thinking skills. 

 

This helps students work in dynamic and diverse environments with the right tools to 

communicate, collaborate, and evaluate.  Trilling and Fadel (2009) focus on the fact 

that literature makes individuals ready for global challenges. Hence, individuals can 

innovate and think critically in solving everyday challenges by drawing influences 

from their literature knowledge. 

 

Wiggins and McTighe (2005) specify that students develop better chances to perform 

in their life by combining fundamental academic knowledge and essential 21st-

century skills by studying literature. This is further reiterated by Alfauzan and 

Hussain (2017) in a study of undergraduate students of a public sector university in 

the kingdom of Saudi Arabia. The study recorded the attitude and perception 

regarding a literature course taught in the BA English program. Fifty-nine 

participants took part in this research. The study concluded that students exhibited 
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positive perceptions and attitudes towards literature courses.  

 

Similarly, Adam and Babiker (2015) scrutinize literature's role in augmenting 

students' creative writing skills. The participants of the study were 50 teachers 

teaching at the University of Saudi Arabia. The participants revealed that literature 

played a pivotal role in enhancing students' creative abilities, especially their 

language use and creative writing skills. Given the global value of literature, many 

scholars argue that literature is a key to enhancing language learning in dynamic 

contexts. Similarly, Tehan, Yuksel, and Inan (2015) investigate students' beliefs and 

attitudes towards applying literature and find them positive. Fernandes and Alsaeed 

(2014) study ELTs practical implications of Literature in Saudi Arabia. The study 

emphasizes the importance of literature to develop language skills in ESL/EFL 

contexts. Babaee and Yahya (2014) have conducted a study in the Malaysian context. 

They suggest that literature is an accurate representation of human nature, which 

ignites the feelings and sensitivities of the world among the students. The researchers 

also indicate that literature aide the teaching of necessary language skills in EFL/ESL 

students, and it also capacitates all learners with varied learning styles. In another 

study, Ögeyik (2007) observes the perceptions and attitudes of university-level EFL 

learners in Turkey. Students favored literature and language teaching through 

literature because literary texts offered them cultural competence, enhanced their 

creativity, and encouraged target language enrichment. 

 

The learning of literature may also be challenging for students. A study conducted by 

Shakfa (2012) investigates the challenges encountered by students of literature 

studying in Gaza at the Islamic University.  This study is significant as it shows the 

perceptions of students towards English drama. Students considered English 

literature a challenging subject because of its complex and frequent use of metaphors, 

literary devices, and syntactic structures. Students usually faced obstacles as they 

needed to focus not only on drama but also on carefully identifying symbolism, 

stylistic features, similes, and metaphors, which were key features of any literature 

piece. Fogal (2010) has conducted action research in a Japanese context to investigate 

learners' attitudes about literary texts and various teaching methodologies, including 

the use of authentic literature. The study has concluded that advanced learners quickly 

analyze literature because of teaching styles. Moreover, the materials used for 

teaching also enhanced their awareness of meta-cognition.  This, in turn, facilitated 

the students to become proactive learners in the process of language learning. 

 

Reading of literature therefore shapes and refines the human intellect, shapes and 

reshapes ideas and improves the capacity to unlock and decipher complex language 

structures. The integration of literature in curricula of various educational tiers should 

be emphasized to give students an overarching view of human reality and language. 
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RESEARCH OBJECTIVES 

1. Analyze the perceptions of the students and teachers regarding a course in literature 

at an undergraduate level 

2. Identify the problems associated with teaching and learning a course on world 

literature  

 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

1. How do teachers and students perceive the study of the World Literature Course at 

an undergraduate level? 

2. What are the problems in teaching and studying a World literature course? 

 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
The study was intended to gauge the challenges faced by teachers and students in 

teaching and studying a course in world literature at the undergraduate level. For the 

investigation of this particular study, survey research was employed as the essential 

tool to collect data. A survey is the most fundamental tool for all quantitative outcome 

research methodologies and analysis. Check and Schutt (2011), define survey research 

as "the collection of information from a sample of individuals through their responses 

to questions." (p.160). In the said study, a cross-sectional survey technique was used 

to collect data. Cross-sectional surveys are observational surveys where the data is 

compiled from a sample of the target population at a given point in time. According to 

Lavrakas (2008), a cross-sectional survey collects data to make inferences about a 

population of interest (universe) at one point in time. The people identified for the 

study were 436 students from a total of approximately 600 students enrolled in the 

World Literature undergraduate course. The students were selected randomly and were 

sufficient to be representative of the population of interest. Ponto (2015) claims that a 

large random sample increased the likelihood that the sample's responses would 

accurately reflect the entire population.  The sample represented almost 73% of the 

student population taking the course on World Literature. The questionnaire sent to 

students consisted of questions that aimed at collecting data regarding their past 

rendezvous with the study of literature, the importance of studying literature at the 

undergraduate level, the reasons why it should or should not be taught, the quality of 

literature teaching and the genre of literature enjoyed most. A total of six teachers from 

a total of 10 were selected to fill in the questionnaire regarding the challenges they 

faced while teaching world Literature. The questionnaire given to the teachers 

consisted of questions that focused on the reasons for teaching literature at the 

undergraduate level, why it should or should not be taught at that level and the causes 

for students' lack of attention in a literature course. The data was collected from 

students and teachers through close-ended questions given on a google form. 

Categorical type of data was employed using specific names or labels as the possible 

set of answers. Using the relative frequency statistics principle, the total number of 
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responses was calculated and then divided by the number in each category by the total. 

The results indicated the challenges students and teachers face while studying and 

teaching a course on World Literature at the undergraduate level. 

 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
The following responses were given by students in relation to the questions asked on 

the study of world literature course: 

 

1. Hours in a day given to Book Reading 

 

The response of the students suggested very poor reading habits among students. About 

49 % students reported zero time given to book reading, while 51% gave only one hour 

a day to reading. Poor reading habits attributed to the lack of interest in the course and 

also poor language proficiency levels among students due to lack of exposure with 

language. A study conducted by Isikli and Tarakcioglu (2017) revealed that, "majority 

of teachers (64%) seem to agree that the most serious problem faced by English 

literature teaching is student-related” (p.90). They continued to argue that lack of 

interest in reading was the result of low language proficiency levels among students.  

 

2.  Reasons for lack of interest in literature  

 
 

Students shared various viewpoints on the reasons for lack of interest in literature. 

About 36% felt that study of literature did not correlate well with their major area of 

study. A total of 26% argued that the subject of literature was not interesting for them 

36%

13%25%

26%

It does not make a connection
with other major subjects
I do not have language skills to
understand literature
No Practical use

It is not interesting for me

49%51%

No time

1 hour
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while 25% felt that study of literature was not important in their practical lives. A few 

students (13%) attributed lack of interest in literature to their weak language skills. 

Lack of interdisciplinary approach and compartmentalization of academic disciplines 

in higher education institutions was a huge contributing factor in students’ lack of 

interest in other disciplines. Holley (2017) was of a similar view and stated that since 

the university curriculum was generally organized by scholarly trains, and personnel 

were associated with their disciplinary standards, interdisciplinarity was a perplexing 

undertaking for schools and colleges. 

 

Similarly, students developed mind sets to study courses in their field specific areas 

and therefore did not take interest in what they attributed to unrelated subjects like 

word literature. However, an interdisciplinary approach was essential to developing a 

wholesome concept of education. Mishra, Pundir, and Ganapathy (2014) argued that 

the interdisciplinary approach in education stimulated critical thinking, helped to 

develop new knowledge, taught students to be open to different perspectives and much 

more. 

 

3. Students’ academic background 

 
 

The data on students’ academic background revealed that 61% of students came from 

the private schooling system. Although the private schools and colleges were 

considered better in education delivery, they failed to inculcate good reading habits 

and language skills among the students. 

 

This could be attributed to a lot of factors including heavy influence on cognitive 

development, subject based approach in teaching, lack of emphasis on pleasure 

reading, weak pedagogical and language skills of teachers themselves. Additionally, 

the teaching methods which the teachers traditionally used might not be of interest to 

students. The third reason might be the collision of students’ goals to obtain particular 

careers with a major dominated by the 

study of literary texts. 

 

 

61%

39%

Private Sector Schools and
Colleges

Public Schools and Colleges
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4. Exposure to literature in academic institutions 

  

The present study also revealed that only 25% of the students were taught literature 

at the secondary level, and 35% got familiarized with literature in university, with a 

percentage of 40% in their third semester of university. 

 

This further clarified that students entering university had a meager exposure to 

literature as they were not taught the subject at the basic academic level. As a result, 

the students found themselves in a challenging situation when they were offered 

literature as a course to study.   

 

5. Time dedicated to reading 

 
 

The data revealed that only 46% of the students read a literature-based book for one 

hour a day, and 43% said they did not read at all. The remaining 11% students stated 

that they spent two to three hours reading literature. 

 

According to Clark and Rumbold (2006) people could not be active or informed 

citizens unless they could read. This reiterated the fact that reading itself opened many 

dimensions for learners to view the world differently. However, the low time span 

given to reading might hinder the understanding of literary concepts. 
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6. Importance of studying literature 

 
 

Approximately 48% of students realized that studying world literature was essential 

because it enhanced critical thinking skills, reading skills, writing skills and helped 

them understand human psychology and knowledge of history.  Muhammadqulovna 

(2020) opined the same and stated that the study of literature enabled students to 

consider multiple perspectives, develop individuality in responses to texts and 

understand the complexity of human nature through interaction with different genres 

of literature. Similarly, 24% believed that it improved reading and writing skills only, 

whereas 20% thought that it helped them in the understanding of history and 

enhanced their knowledge. Only 2% suggested that studying literature provided them 

glimpse of human psychology. However, only 6% believed that enhanced their 

critical thinking skills. On the whole, students outlined various benefits of studying 

literature and did not consider it an additional burden to their already rigorous course 

of work. 

 

7. Forms of literature 

 
 

With regard to the forms of literature, 26% students reported that they enjoyed short 

stories the most. A total of 20% felt they enjoyed all forms of literature, be it short 

stories, poetry, drama, novel. More than half the respondents (54%) opined that the 

literature should be activity-based and not lecture-based. It showed that students 

considered literature to be a branch of liberal arts, which only augmented learning 

and critical thinking. Kabilan and Kamarudin (2010) stated that “In order to heighten 

26%

20%
54%

sShort stories

All forms of Literature

Activity based
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learners’ interest and motivation to learn literature, teachers should engage learners 

in an experiential learning environment so that learners are able to experience 

learning literature as an element of enjoyment and intellectual stimulation”. (p.133) 

 

8.  Reasons of lack of interest in literature 

 
 

In response to the question on the reasons for lack of interest in literature, 32 % of 

students stated that literature did not have a close connection with their significant 

courses. About 11% of students thought that they did not have good language skills 

to understand literature. Moreover, 23% of students stated they could not apply 

literature to their practical life. The remaining 24% stated that they did not find 

literature interesting.  Dullaart (2002) raised an important point on the plight of those 

students who though trained in literary thinking were still unable to see the connection 

between literature and its practical benefits. The data revealed the same as students 

were unable to make a link between the study of literature and practical life.  

 

9. Students’ preferences for the literature content 

 
 

Regarding the content to be taught in the literature course, 11% believed that the 

content should be interesting, while 10 % opined that the topic should be interesting. 

A total of 17% stated that the teacher had made an effort to make the course enjoyable 

while 24% thought that the activities generated interest in the course. About 38% 

32%
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24%
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I donot have good language
skills to understand literature
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believed that nothing could trigger their interest in the literature course as they 

themselves were not motivated to study literature. This showed the low levels of 

motivation among students regarding the course. The low level of motivation and 

lack of interest in the course could be attributed to many factors including, lack of 

proficiency in the language, teaching pedagogy, lack of higher order thinking skills 

and inability to realize the interdisciplinary nature of education. Mishra, Pundir, and 

Ganapathy (2014) conducted a study on teaching literature to less proficient readers 

and concluded that lack of language skills of students affected the pedagogy as the 

students could not comprehend language properly.    

 

10. Teachers Perception Regarding Literature Course 

 
 

Data was also gathered with respect to registering teachers’ perceptions regarding the 

teaching of the course on world literature. In contrast to students, the teachers’ 

perceptions regarding literature teaching were not significantly different. The 

respondents were six teachers teaching world literature to undergraduate students 

with varied instructional experience from 0-15 years. However, the majority of the 

teachers did not specifically teach literature. They taught various English language 

courses in addition to the course on literature. Their overall experience of literature 

teaching was not more than five years. Moreover, none of the teachers was dedicated 

to just literature teaching. They were mainly language teachers who taught literature 

together with their routine courses.   

 

All teachers agreed to the importance of teaching literature to undergraduate students. 

They all agreed that literature improved reading and writing skills, enhanced critical 

thinking, and augmented knowledge of history and human psychology. Aggarwal and 

Singh (2005) was of the view that literature could be both personally and socially 

"useful" to a community of readers, without diminishing or marginalizing its other 

qualities. Majority of the teachers believed that literature should be taught at tertiary 

level. Maharsi (2016) too was of the view that literature should be actively 

implemented. It was, however, the weak language skills of students that proved a 

great hurdle towards the successful implementation of the course. The said data 

YES
100%

YES

NO
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coincided with the data received from students who attributed their weak language 

skills to the lack of interest in the courses. Moreover, 83% of the teachers reported 

low attention span as the leading cause of lack of interest in subjects like literature. 

In response to the question on the difficulty level of the course content, teachers 

attributed many factors to it. About 50% of the teachers thought that students found 

the course content difficult because they were poor readers. Almost 17% felt that poor 

language skills were the leading cause of finding the course difficult, whereas another 

17% opined that the time allocated to generate interest in literature through one course 

was the major factor. One course on literature was not enough to trigger interest in 

the subject. Another 16% of teachers agreed with all of the above in addition to stating 

that since the course was not relatable to their major area of study, students found it 

difficult. All teachers reported that innovative pedagogy could generate more 

interests among students for the study of literature.  

 

Findings from teachers’ perceptions regarding the teaching of the course aligned well 

with the findings from students. Lack of language skills, poor reading habits, inability 

to see the importance of interdisciplinary learning, low attention spans and lack of 

familiarity with a course like literature were leading causes of lack of success towards 

the successful teaching and learning of literature courses. 

 

DISCUSSION 
The discoveries of the study were largely based on the data collected from students 

and teachers through questionnaires.  The findings revealed gaps in the study of 

literature and inconsistency vis-à-vis the educational background of students, reading 

habits, and overall perceptions about a course like literature. The results specified that 

students held positive views towards literature integration and it contributed to the 

learners’ language development, their cultural awareness and personal growth in 

general. The students identified short stories as the most beneficial genre in studying 

literature and attributed activity-based teaching as an active way of teaching literature. 

Wasti (2016) acknowledged the contribution of literature in refining language skills, 

enhancing students’ participation in classroom activities, fostering the habit of reading 

and strengthening their analytical and critical thinking. 

 

Sidhu, Fook, and Kaur (2010) opined that offering literature courses was a good way 

to enhance students’ thinking skills as students become capable to discuss literary 

elements such as themes, values and points of view, so it challenges students to use 

their critical thinking skills. 

 

The present research showed that students understood the need to study literature, 

however, there were external factors that impeded their learning and directly 

impacted their demotivation to study literature at tertiary level. One of the impeding 
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factors was the way literature was taught to students and the selection of texts. 

Students emphasized the need for activity-based teaching, including role plays, 

discussion and presentations. Students on the whole preferred a student-centered 

approach towards the teaching of literature. Ainy (2007) claimed that commonly   

teacher centered approach was a popular method used in teaching literature and the 

main reason for the lack of interest in the course. The methodology used tended to 

minimize student participation and thus failed to capitalize fully on the educational 

and motivational benefits to be gained from experiential learning and the integration 

of student reactions into the teaching/ learning situation Birckbichler and Muyskens 

(1980) 

 

An important theme that emerged was the perception of literature as a tool to enhance 

language and gain cultural awareness. The results of the present study were partly 

similar to those of Aziz and Nasharudin (2010) which showed that some students held 

positive attitudes towards learning English language but negative attitudes when it 

came to literature learning (cited in Othman et al., 2015, p. 106). Students valued 

literature more for language learning than cultural competence (Aziz and Nasharudin 

2010). In this respect, students needed more understanding of the value of literature 

generally. Teachers and administrators ought to make students aware of the value of 

literature professionally, academically and most importantly in educating the whole 

individual Hasan and Hasan (2019). 

 

The study also recorded the perceptions of teachers regarding the literature course. 

The results of the data taken from teachers showed a similar trend. Lack of language 

skills, interest and motivation to study literature emerged as main findings. However, 

the teachers endorsed the importance of an interdisciplinary approach and fully 

supported the integration of a course like literature in the main courses of study. 

Generally, the study identified students’ and teachers’ perceptions about a course in 

world literature taught as part of an interdisciplinary curriculum at tertiary level. It 

was emphasized that literature should be embedded in the university curriculum and 

be given more attention. However, the said course would appear more relevant and 

interesting to students provided they improved their language skills, considered the 

importance of interdisciplinary curriculum and improved their reading habits. It was 

also concluded that innovative pedagogy, selection of texts and genres were 

important determinants to generate interest in classrooms. Literature pedagogy could 

be reworked to generate interest among students in the course. Activity based 

teaching, followed by utilization of contemporary sources like music, video streams, 

short videos role plays, poster exhibitions etc. could help revive the interest among 

students. Moreover, reading clubs could be encouraged at universities to promote 

reading habits among students. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 
The present research has indicated the pedagogical aspects of literature need further 

investigation. Waller (2008) indicates that literary text should be interesting, engaging 

and not too challenging. Such aspects of teaching literature need to be further explored 

in Pakistan.  More research needs to be done at school level to locate reasons for the 

lack of interest in the students regarding literature. Moreover, the data has indicated 

falling reading trends of students. Dedicated research needs to be done to discover the 

causes and pose solutions to prevailing problems for lack of interest in sustained 

reading. 
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