HUMAN, TECHNOLOGIES AND QUALITY OF EDUCATION, 2025
https://doi.org/10.22364/htge.2025.05

DEVELOPMENT OF A LITERATURE-BASED
CURRICULUM FOR YEAR 11 ENGLISH AS
A FOREIGN LANGUAGE STUDENTS IN LATVIA

Joseph Jack Horgant

tLatvia University of Life Sciences and Technologies

ABSTRACT

Since the implementation of the competence-based “Skola2030” reforms to the Latvian edu-
cation system beginning in September of 2019, there has been an increased focus on reading
authentic literature in secondary level foreign language classes. While the state-developed sample
program of the “highest level” foreign language course intended for year 12 students is centred
around the reading of an entire work of literature throughout the study year, no such framework
has been developed for the “optimal level” course intended for year 10 and 11 students. There-
fore, the goal of this research was to develop a literature-based curriculum for the optimal level
“English I” course that satisfied all of the revised curriculum standards and adequately prepared
students for the centralized exam at the course’s conclusion. Throughout the second semester of
the 2023/2024 study year, material based on Jack London’s Call of the Wild was developed and
piloted with a group of ten grade 11 students taking the English I course. Students completed
three semi-structured questionnaires administered via Google Forms before, during, and after
the material was used. The exam results of students were also analysed and compared with those
of students who did not use the material. According to the feedback, students preferred reading
the book and completing the accompanying tasks rather than doing traditional textbook tasks,
reporting that they felt it prepared them well for the exam at the end of the course and developed
their language skills. While the results are promising, the small sample size makes it difficult to
conclude whether the material can meet the needs of students throughout the country. The piloted
material is now freely available for teachers of Latvia to use in their own classrooms in order to
be further approbated and developed.

Keywords: American literature, authentic texts, English as a foreign language, exam preparation,
secondary education, Use of literature in EFL

Introduction

In September of 2019, major reforms as part of the “Skola2030” project began to
be implemented in the Latvian education system, including with the foreign language

74


https://doi.org/10.22364/htqe.2025.05

curriculum. While previously the secondary education level (grades 10-12) used one set
of curriculum standards for all students, a three-tiered system was introduced, where
each standard now has three levels of complexity: “general,” “optimal,” and “highest.”
All students in general secondary education institutions are required to pass an exam
in mathematics, Latvian language, and a first foreign language, typically English, at
the optimal level; this typically takes place at the end of grade eleven following two years
of study in the “English I” course at the CEFR B2 level. Students are also required to pass
at least two “highest level” exams following a year of intensive studies in “advanced”
courses, of which the CEFR Cl-level “English II” course is an option offered by secondary
schools throughout the country (Cabinet of Ministers, 2019).

While the sample program for the “English I” course is designed to align with tra-
ditional foreign language textbooks offered by educational publishers (Kursite et al.,
2020), the “English II” sample course requires students to read an entire book in Eng-
lish and then complete a number of intensive assignments including a reader’s journal,
translation of fragments, a film review of the book’s screen adaptation, and a research
project (Kursite et al., 2021). The centring of the English II course around reading a full
book is part of a broader trend towards integrating the reading of literature into for-
eign language curriculum. For example, a study of 93 university nursing students in
an English as a Foreign Language (EFL) class found that they significantly preferred
using a novel as the main text of their course rather than a traditional textbook and
enjoyed the experience despite having difficulties with understanding some vocabulary
(Tsai, 2012).

One controversial aspect of integrating reading into the foreign language classroom is
the debate between extensive and intensive reading. Day (2011, p. 13) highlights some of
the key differences between extensive and intensive reading, describing extensive reading
as an overall more student-centred approach and intensive reading a more teacher-cen-
tred one (see Table 1). While there have been many benefits of reading extensively in
the classroom noted in studies such as those by Belgar & Hunt (2014), whose students
generally showed improvement in reading fluency the more they read extensively, and
Ateek (2021), whose students showed evidence of both improved reading fluency and
vocabulary knowledge, most traditional exam tasks are based on intensive reading.
Extensive reading can also be very time consuming, and it is expensive to be able to
ensure that there is enough appropriate-level reading material available for all students
in a class. While Suk (2016) also found significant benefits to doing extensive reading
with his students, his study employed a balanced approach in which 70% of reading time
was devoted to intensive reading and 30% to extensive reading. The approach taken by
the Latvian education reformers can be determined to be a mix of extensive reading,
such as the use of journaling, and intensive reading, such as translation and analytical
research tasks (Kursite et al., 2021).
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Tablel  Summary of Key Differences Between Extensive and Intensive Reading
(Day, 2011, p.13)

Intensive reading Extensive reading
100% understanding Overall understanding
Limited reading Read a lot
Difficult texts Easy texts
Word-for-word reading Fluent reading
Focus on grammar use and rules No direct study of grammar
Many comprehension questions No comprehension questions
Direct teaching of strategies No direct teaching of strategies
Use of dictionarys Ignoring of unknown words

A key aspect when selecting texts to use is whether to use “authentic texts,” which
are defined by Simonsen (2019, p.245) as “artifacts — newspaper articles, songs, poems,
movies, short stories, menus, websites, etc. — that represent language use by and for
speakers (often native speakers) of the target language.” Shepin (2019) reported benefits
from the use of authentic texts, including literature, with foreign language students at
the beginner and intermediate levels, such as a deeper exploration of language topics as
well as cultural and emotive elements. Albiladi (2018) found that the use of authentic
texts improved students’ motivation and cultural awareness, concluding that they seem
relevant to students. However, Belgar & Hunt (2014) found that students who extensively
read with simplified texts rather than authentic texts had overall better outcomes in
reading fluency, which aligns with Day’s (2011) advocacy for the use of simplified “graded
readers” as best practice.

Overall, the reviewed literature indicates that extensive reading, either in combination
with intensive reading or not, can provide significant benefits for students of foreign
language in a number of contexts and at a range of levels. While there is debate over
whether to use authentic or simplified texts when doing extensive reading, authentic
books can improve student engagement and also provide other benefits such as cultural
awareness.

While a comprehensive program involving the extensive and intensive reading of
a book has been developed for the highest level English II course (Kursite et al., 2021), this
has not yet been done at the optimal level English I level. Given the potential benefits of
the extensive reading of an authentic book for students at a variety of levels, the present
researcher considers it regrettable that has not been previously done, especially as more
students take the optimal level English I course than the highest level English II course
since a foreign language exam is required of all students only at the optimal level whereas
there are other exam options at the highest level (Cabinet of Ministers, 2019). Therefore,
the objective of this study was to develop and test an authentic literature-based EFL
curriculum for grade 11 students at the optimal level.
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Methods

Context and participants

This action research was carried out with a group of 10 EFL students in the eleventh
grade at a secondary school in Latvia. Being a state school, the language of instruction
for nearly all subjects is Latvian, but all instruction in English class is expected to take
part in the target language. In grades 10 and 11, the students learn English at the “opti-
mal” level according to the Latvian state curriculum, which aligns with CEFR B2 level.
The students that took part in the study had three lessons a week in this course dur-
ing the tenth and eleventh grades, and they took a centrally administered state exam at
the end of the course.

The researcher began teaching the students in January of 2024 in their final semester
of the course after their previous teacher, who had taught them for the first three semes-
ters, was unable to continue for the final semester. The students finished the course in
May of 2024, taking the “optimal level” English exam at the beginning of June. The class
met once per week for three 40-minute lessons in a row each time.

Students were informed beforehand that the results of the questionnaires as well as
their exam results would be used anonymously as part of this research, and they were
given the option to opt out from providing data.

Research Design

Before the first meeting, a needs analysis survey consisting of eight questions was con-
ducted using the Google Forms platform. The questions asked students how often outside
of English class they used receptive English skills (reading and listening skills), how often
they used productive skills (writing and speaking), what their perceived abilities were at
each skill, which classroom activities they believed had been the most and least effective
so far in English class, what topics they would like to cover during the semester, how
often they read books in English, and whether there was anything else their new English
teacher should know about them.

Based on the results of the analysis as well as the aforementioned literature,
the researcher decided to base the course on the novel Call of the Wild by Jack Lon-
don instead of using a traditional EFL textbook. Call of the Wild was selected due to its
availability in the public domain, its relatively short length of just over 30,000 words, its
challenging yet understandable syntax and lexis for a modern reader, and its engaging
subject matter for students. There are also several screen adaptations that have been
produced since 1923 which could be analysed after having read the book.

For each of the book’s seven chapters, the researcher developed tasks that were related
to the book’s themes and language, attempting to cover all of the “optimal level” foreign
language curriculum standards and designing tasks that were similar to those students
would encounter on the final exam. Each chapter was covered in one or two weeks, with
the entire book being finished before the end of the semester.
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After the students completed the entire set of literature-based tasks and took the opti-
mal level exam, they answered a second questionnaire using the Google Forms platform
about how well they felt that the tasks prepared them for the exam. Furthermore, their
centralized exam results were compared with those of the students in the school who did
not use the novel-based materials as a control group.

Results

Needs analysis questionnaire

Nine of the ten students answered to the first questionnaire before the semester began,
with one opting out from answering the questions. Although there were eight questions
asked in total, the results of only three of the questions have been included in this paper,
as not all of them were directly relevant to the design of the current study. First, students
were asked to rate how often they spoke and wrote in English outside of class (see Table 2)
and how often they read or listened to English outside of class (see Table 3).

While the results indicate that all respondents read and listened to English on an at
least daily basis outside of class, the greater difference in terms of how often they used
English productively (spoke or wrote) outside of class indicated a mixed-ability class. This
was further indicated in the results of students’ self-evaluation of their abilities in various
skills and aspects of English (see Table 4), with students rating each on a Likert Scale:
1 (not at all strong), 2 (somewhat strong), 3 (fairly strong), 4 (strong), and 5 (very strong).

Table2 Reported Frequency that Students Spoke or Wrote English Outside of Class on

Average
Response Number of students Percent
Never or rarely 0 0
A few times a month 2 22.2%
A few times a week 1 11.1%
Approximately daily 4 44.4%
I use English almost as much as I use my native 2 22.2%

language

Table 3  Reported Frequency that Students Read or Listened to (including watching) English
Outside of Class on Average

Response Number of students Percent

Never or rarely 0 0

A few times a month 0 0%

A few times a week 0 0%
Approximately daily 3 33.3%

I use English almost as much as I use my native 6 66.7%
language
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Table 4  Student Self-Evaluation of Various Language Skills and Abilities

Skill or ability Weighted mean Standard deviation
Speaking alone (in a presentation or monologue) 3.11 0.994
Speaking in a conversation 3.66 0.816
Writing long texts 3.33 0.816
Writing short texts (messages, short answers, etc) 411 0.737
Reading non-fiction (news articles, etc) 344 0.956
Reading fiction (books, short stories, etc) 3.77 0.629
Listening to recordings (YouTube, Netflix, 4.22 0.916
podcasts, etc)

Listening to live people 3.88 0.737
Grammar 2.88 1.100
Vocabulary 3.22 0.916
Pronunciation 4.55 0.497
Fluency (ability to talk continuously without 3.88 1.100
stopping)

A weighted mean was then calculated for each of the skills by multiplying the frequency
of each response by its weight, adding all the products together, and dividing the sum
by the number of overall responses. Standard deviation was then calculated for each
to compare the extent to which there was a range or reported abilities. According to
the responses, the skills and aspects with the greatest standard deviations were grammar,
fluency, and speaking alone, indicating that the group’s reported abilities for these skills
had a wider range.

One more question which should be highlighted was “What kinds of books do you
most enjoy to read?” Out of the eight people who responded (one did not answer), three
answered that they rarely or never read books in English. The five who did answer with
specific genres had a wide variety of tastes, mentioning mystery, motivational fiction, phi-
losophy, self-help, biography, poetry, adventure, science, psychology, and fantasy genres.

Given that only half of the class indicated that they read books at all, the questionnaire
indicated that integrating reading of a novel into class would indeed be a good use of
time for the students. Furthermore, Call of the Wild seemed to be an appropriate choice
for their tastes in literature, as it includes elements of adventure, science, philosophy, psy-
chology, and fantasy. Since there was a relatively wide range of reported lexical abilities,
each chapter that was printed out with activities had words that were highlighted with
definitions provided as footnotes as a form of differentiated scaffolding — students could
either glance down quickly for definitions to better understand the text without having
to pause to use a dictionary, and more proficient students who recognized the words or
wanted to practice understanding only from context could simply ignore the footnotes
altogether. Footnotes also included information about locations mentioned in the book
that would not be well-known to the students as well as notes about history that might
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have been obvious to readers at the time of the book’s publication but be obscure to
modern readers.

Since students reported a relatively high level of confidence when it came to reading
fiction compared to other skills and aspects, it was deemed important to integrate writ-
ing, listening, speaking, grammar, and vocabulary tasks into the material as well.

Post-exam questionnaire

Eight of the students who took part in the study responded to a follow-up questionnaire
that was conducted after taking the exam (See Table 4). The goal of this questionnaire
was to determine the extent to which students believed that the material prepared them
for the optimal level exam. This time, a Likert Scale was used for responses as follows: 1
(not at all well), 2 (not very well), 3 (somewhat well), 4 (well), and 5 (very well). A weighted
mean was then calculated using the same formula as was used with the first questionnaire.

Given that the tasks were primarily focused on analysing the novel as they read it,
it is not surprising to find that they reported that the material best prepared them for
the reading tasks on the exam. While students also found that the included writing and
speaking tasks helped them prepare for the exam, the results regarding the exam’s lis-
tening section indicate that more listening tasks should have been developed at the time.
Opverall, the students seem to have seen the value in the material for preparing them for
most of the exam.

Students were also asked to rate the extent to which they agreed with several state-
ments regarding the material, again using a Likert Scale: 1 (strongly disagree), 2 (dis-
agree), 3 (partially agree), 4 (agree), and 5 (strongly agree). According to the results,
the students agreed that the book was interesting to read, indicating that the choice of
literature was appropriate (see Table 5). Furthermore, all respondents except for one
agreed or strongly agreed that the book was of an appropriate level for grade 11 students
in Latvia. All respondents at least partially agreed that their grammar and vocabulary
abilities improved while reading the book, with seven out of eight indicating that they
“strongly agreed” when it came to vocabulary. All students either agreed or strongly
agreed that reading the book was a good use of time in class, and this was confirmed by
all students either disagreeing or strongly disagreeing that they would have preferred
doing traditional tasks from a textbook or only reading fragments from the text instead
of the full novel.

Table 4  Student Self-Evaluation How Well the Material Prepared Them for Parts of
the Optimal Level English Exam

Section of the Exam Weighted mean

Reading 4.63

Listening 3.38

Writing 4.38

Speaking 4.13
HUMAN, TECHNOLOGIES AND QUALITY OF EDUCATION, 2025 80

J.J.Horgan.Developmentofa Literature-Based Curriculum for Year 11 EnglishasaForeign Language ..



Table5 The Extent to which Students Reported Agreeing with Statements Regarding

the Material
Statement Weighted average
Call of the Wild was an interesting book to read 4.63
The difficulty level of the book was appropriate for grade 11 students in 4
Latvia
I expanded my vocabulary while reading the book 4.75
I improved my grammar abilities while reading the book 413
Reading the book was a good use of time in class 4.75
I would have preferred doing traditional tasks from a textbook 1.13
I would have preferred using fragments from the book instead of L5
reading the full text

Two open-ended questions were also asked to the students regarding their recom-
mendations about the material. The first asked whether they would recommend that
the material be used with other eleventh grade students, with all but one of the eight
students responding affirmatively. Students that agreed that it should be used with others
wrote that “the exam was pretty similar to what we did in class™; “it really opened a new
spectrum of words for me and I understood a lot of English slang and words better”; “it’s
[a book] that helps students understand the variety of vocabulary and writing styles and
techniques in English”; it “busts your knowledge giving exclusive facts for speaking and
writing tasks”; “it was well prepared and interesting”; “it is a great way to enhance one’s
vocabulary and reading skills”; and “interesting read, lots of complicated vocabulary to
learn,”

When asked what they might suggest for improvements about the material, five stu-
dents responded. Three of them suggested devoting more class time to analysing and dis-
cussing the chapters together as a group, including the literary aspects, while one student
suggested including a journaling aspect. While time was limited during the three lessons
a week throughout the semester, these suggestions could certainly be implemented if

a teacher had more time to devote to the material.

Analysis of exam results

After the exam results were finalized, the school’s administration provided data to
the researcher. The maximum score for the exam is 100 points in total, with 25 points
for each of the individual sections: reading, writing, listening, and speaking. In total,
72 students took the optimal level English exam at the school in 2024. The mean score of
the ten students who were taught using the materials (the experiment group) was calcu-
lated and determined to be 76.4, whereas the mean score for the 62 students who were not
taught using the material (the control group) was calculated and determined to be 78.21.

However, the results of the experiment group were significantly skewed by one student
who had recently arrived in the class from a different country and had only previously
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studied English at the Al level. With a mean of 77.96 and a standard deviation of 14.84
for the entire data set of 72 students, this student’s result of 28 is 3.7 standard deviations
away from the mean which means that it can be considered an outlier, especially given
the circumstances. If the outlier student’s result is removed, the mean score would be 82.
While this is higher than mean score of the control group, the p-value of the two data
sets is 0.469 which indicates that there is not a statistically significant difference between
the results of the exam and the control group.

Discussion and conclusions

While no major conclusions can be drawn from the results of this study given its
very limited scope and the lack of statistical significance of the data, there is reason to
be encouraged about the potential for more integration of literature into the EFL class-
room, particularly at the optimal level, and the potential benefits that it might provide to
students mentioned by Day (2011), Belgar & Hunt (2014), Shepin (2019), Suk (2016), and
Ateek (2021). The results of the questionnaire seem to confirm that students do indeed
see the benefits of reading literature in EFL classrooms and are willing to do so, finding
it more engaging than a traditional textbook-based curriculum. While nothing can be
fully ascertained from the exam results of the students who used the material, at the very
least their scores were not worse than the ones who did not use the material.

The present researcher has made freely available the material that was created as
part of this project for teachers throughout Latvia to use in hopes that they can continue
to give feedback that can be used to further develop the material, including refining
the already existing tasks and providing ideas for new tasks. The researcher hopes that
more teachers will continue to consider the use of literature to be integrated into the EFL
classroom, and that more material will continue to be developed and provided to teachers
for this purpose.
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