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ABSTRACT 
This study investigated the pedagogical benefits of short stories in English as a 
Foreign Language (EFL) classrooms through a narrative literature review. The aim 
of this research was to offer instructors and researchers a clear synthesis of 
empirical findings on the use of short stories as instructional tools in EFL 
teaching. Results revealed that short stories could support language 
development across four domains: linguistic proficiency, cognitive 
development, affective outcomes, and intercultural communicative 
competence (ICC). Consistent improvements were observed in vocabulary 
retention, grammar awareness, reading comprehension, and productive skills 
when short stories were integrated into structured teaching. Short–story–based 
EFL teaching was also associated with lower levels of foreign-language anxiety 
and higher levels of learner motivation. In addition, short stories featuring diverse 
cultures were found to contribute to intercultural awareness through careful text 
selection and clear pedagogical purpose. Overall, the study suggests that short 
stories can be regarded as integrated pedagogical resources that combine 
language form, meaning construction, cognitive engagement, and cultural 
reflection within a single instructional framework. 
 

 
Introduction 

Literature in English as a Foreign Language (EFL) classrooms is no longer limited to grammar-
translation methods. Instead, literary texts are increasingly integrated into communicative and 
learner-centred approaches (Aguda & Delute, 2025; Susilowaty et al., 2025). In modern EFL 
settings, instructional priorities include functional skills as well as critical thinking, cultural 
awareness, and student engagement. This development has increased the pedagogical 
relevance of literary genres that combine linguistic input with narrative meaning. Within this 
framework, literature, particularly short stories, has attracted sustained pedagogical interest 
(Collie & Slater, 1987; Hussein, 2025; Lazar, 1994; Maulidia, 2023; Pardede, 2021) 

As Edgar Allan Poe described, the short story offers a unity of effect that can be experienced in 
a single sitting (Abrams, 1971). This structural unity allows learners to follow a complete 
narrative from beginning to end while engaging with authentic language in meaningful contexts 
(Abdalrahman, 2022; Abdulrazzaq et al., 2024). Because short stories are shorter than other 
literary texts, they reduce cognitive load and enable more focused instructional design. 
Learners can process a full narrative arc within a manageable timeframe, which supports 
classroom discussion, interpretation, and reflection (Pardede, 2011; Saadawi, 2024). 

Research on the pedagogical use of short stories in EFL settings has expanded considerably, 
yet studies often examine outcomes separately by domain, learner group, and teaching 
context (Bhatti et al., 2022; Irhamni et al., 2025). Vocabulary development, reading 
comprehension, critical thinking, anxiety reduction, and intercultural awareness have 
frequently been studied as distinct outcomes (García-Cañarte & Ocaña, 2024; Mohamed, 
2024; Tihal, 2025). The narrative structure of short stories allows learners to engage with 
language through plot, character, and meaning in a manageable textual form (Shkarban, 2025; 
Zhou & Li, 2025). However, linguistic complexity, cultural accessibility, curricular alignment, 
and methodological variation can affect instructional decisions and make cumulative 
interpretation difficult (Heidarian & Heydon, 2025). As a result, the field lacks an integrated 
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synthesis of empirical findings on the role of short stories in multidimensional learning in EFL 
practice. Few studies examine how these domains interact within a single teaching process 
(Chen & Liu, 2023; Wati et al., 2025; Xu et al., 2025). This study synthesizes empirical findings 
on the use of short stories in EFL contexts and identifies recurring pedagogical outcomes in 
linguistic, cognitive, affective, and intercultural domains. Accordingly, the review was guided 
by the following research questions: 

1. What linguistic outcomes have been associated with the use of short stories in EFL 
classrooms?  

2. How do short stories contribute to learners’ cognitive engagement and critical thinking 
in EFL classrooms?  

3. What affective outcomes have been identified in studies on the use of short stories in 
EFL classrooms? 

4. How do short stories contribute to the development of intercultural communicative 
competence in EFL classrooms?  

Methodology 

Research Design 

This study employed a narrative literature review approach to analyse empirical research on 
the use of short stories in EFL contexts. A narrative literature review is a qualitative approach 
that interprets existing studies to develop a comprehensive understanding of a topic. It allows 
the inclusion of studies with different research questions and methodologies (Baumeister & 
Leary, 1997). A rigorous narrative review also requires defined study selection criteria related 
to instructional focus, context, and empirical design (Pautasso, 2019). The aim of the study 
was to integrate empirical findings on the use of short stories in EFL teaching, not to produce 
statistical generalizations. For this reason, a narrative literature review was adopted instead of 
meta-analysis. The focus was on recurring instructional features and shared findings in the 
reviewed literature. 

Data Collection and Procedure  

Studies were identified through structured searches conducted in Google Scholar. Also, 
reference lists of relevant studies were manually screened to identify further publications. 
Search terms included combinations of short stories, EFL, English as a Second Language (ESL), 
literature-based education, vocabulary development, grammar instruction, critical thinking, 
intercultural competence, foreign language anxiety, and digital storytelling. In line with the 
narrative literature review design, study selection followed an iterative and interpretive 
process. Titles and abstracts were initially screened for relevance, followed by full-text 
examination to assess empirical focus and pedagogical relevance. Studies were included if 
they (a) examined short stories as a central instructional component, (b) focused on EFL/ESL 
learners in non-native English contexts, and (c) included empirical findings through 
quantitative, qualitative, or mixed-method designs. The review focused on identifying 
conceptually relevant studies without attempting to cover all available studies. Studies 
meeting these criteria were retained for qualitative synthesis.  

Data Analysis 

Each study was examined in full and coded according to research design, instructional focus, 
intervention duration, and learning outcomes. The coding process involved repeated 
comparison across studies to identify recurring themes. Cross-study analysis resulted in four 
domains: (1) linguistic proficiency, (2) cognitive development, (3) affective outcomes, and (4) 
Intercultural Communicative Competence (ICC). These domains were developed inductively 
from the reviewed studies. Thematic grouping enabled a clearer interpretation of shared 
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findings without reducing the analysis to numerical effect-size comparisons. The analysis 
provides conceptual clarity and supports a consistent pedagogical interpretation across 
diverse classroom contexts. 

Results  

The reviewed studies were grouped into four main areas, namely linguistic proficiency, 
cognitive development, affective outcomes, and ICC. The results covered vocabulary, 
grammar, reading comprehension, speaking, writing, critical engagement, anxiety, motivation, 
and cultural awareness. 

Linguistic Proficiency  

Linguistic proficiency was the most frequently observed area in the reviewed studies. This area 
included vocabulary acquisition, grammar proficiency, reading comprehension, and 
productive skills. Contextualized exposure, narrative continuity, and task-based engagement 
were especially prominent in these studies. Together, these aspects described how short-
story-based language teaching contributed to language development in the reviewed 
literature. 

Vocabulary Acquisition 

Vocabulary acquisition was the most consistent outcome. The reviewed studies showed 
repeated exposure to lexical items in coherent narrative contexts as a central factor in 
vocabulary learning. Stronger vocabulary recall and retention were observed in studies on 
short-story-based EFL teaching, particularly in relation to contextual and repetitive language 
use (Abdalrahman, 2022; Ali Mansoor et al., 2023; Chusniawati et al., 2025). Other studies 
examined characters, events, and narrative context as factors in lexical retention (Ghafar & 
Zubaedah, 2023; Pham & Nguyen, 2023). García-Cañarte and Ocaña (2024) identified a 
positive relation between learner motivation and vocabulary development in technology-
supported short story lessons, and Al-Othman (2025) reported incidental vocabulary 
acquisition through online story listening. Nasyirah et al. (2023) described lexical development 
in relation to increased reading volume. Further research examined collocations, phrasal 
verbs, incidental vocabulary acquisition, vocabulary performance, and reading motivation in 
EFL short story-based education (Lomi et al., 2024; Merga & Tegegne, 2025; Mohamned, 2022; 
Pardede, 2011; Shkarban, 2025). The vocabulary findings highlighted repetition, contextual 
meaning, and sustained exposure. 

Grammar Proficiency 

Grammar proficiency was another major area within the linguistic findings. Grammar learning 
was mainly discussed in relation to meaningful discourse, narrative exposure, and 
contextualized form recognition. Kahraman and Şentürk (2020) showed that learners in the 
short story group achieved significantly higher grammatical accuracy than those in the 
traditional coursebook group (p < 0.05). Kakar (2025) indicated a similar quantitative result, 
with significantly higher grammar scores among intermediate EFL learners taught through 
short stories than among those taught with non-literary materials (p < 0.05). A second set of 
studies examined how narrative exposure contributed to grammar learning. Bhatti et al. (2022) 
and Sedubun and Nurhayati (2024) revealed that short stories are relevant to the inductive 
processing of syntactic structures. Pardede (2011) described tense shifts, clause 
combinations, and sentence variation as grammatical features encountered in 
communicative contexts. Khudriyah et al. (2024) demonstrated that grammar embedded in 
narrative flow improved understanding of pragmatic and functional usage. Several studies also 
examined grammar acquisition, written proficiency, grammatical accuracy, and error 
reduction in structured, short-story-based teaching (Mustafa Kurdi, 2022; Pérez Agustín and 
de-la-Peña Álvarez, 2025; Wilang et al., 2026). The grammar findings, therefore, centred on 
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contextualized exposure, discourse-based form recognition, and more controlled grammatical 
production. 

Reading Comprehension 

Reading comprehension formed a distinct part of the linguistic findings. The reviewed studies 
primarily discussed comprehension development in terms of narrative structure, strategy use, 
and interpretive depth. Short stories guided learners through plot progression, prediction, 
inference, and hypothesis formation about meaning. Barzani (2020) demonstrated perceived 
progress in comprehension from both teacher and student perspectives, and Chusniawati et 
al. (2025) identified stronger sentence-level understanding together with more developed 
cultural interpretation. Strategy-based teaching added a second dimension to these findings. 
Üstündağ-Algin (2025) found statistically significant improvement in comprehension after 
questioning, visualising, and summarising activities. Irhamni et al. (2025) revealed that 
previewing techniques reduced cognitive load and increased readiness for complex texts. 
Studies on implicit and multicultural meaning also analysed deeper textual engagement, 
interpretive ability, cultural awareness, and analytical processing (Flaifil & Alsalihi, 2026; 
Mustafa & Jawad, 2024; Xu et al., 2025). Taken as a group, these findings highlight narrative 
structure, guided strategy use, implicit meaning, and interpretive depth as the main elements 
in reading comprehension development. 

Speaking and Writing 

Productive skills were the final area within linguistic proficiency. In speaking, the reviewed 
studies addressed oral participation, post-reading discussion, and communicative response. 
Shkarban (2025) examined meaning-focused engagement in relation to reduced error 
monitoring and increased oral participation. Irhamni et al. (2025) found that post-reading 
discussions and oral presentations enabled learners to articulate ideas and respond to others 
in a coherent communicative context. In writing, the findings covered narrative continuation, 
rewriting, textual organisation, and development of written expression. Fitria (2024) 
demonstrated that creative rewriting tasks expanded the expressive range while maintaining 
textual coherence. El-Mahdy et al. (2019) and Boumediene (2021) reported stronger content 
organisation and improved writing performance in short-story-based educational settings. 
Productive skill findings involved oral participation, communicative response, and more 
coherent written production. 

Cognitive Development 

Cognitive development was addressed through interpretation, critical thinking, and structured 
reading activities. Analytical and evaluative processing was most evident in tasks involving 
implicit motives, conflicting perspectives, and unresolved tensions in short stories. 
Experimental studies showed stronger critical thinking performance among learners working 
with literary texts, including short stories, in comparison with learners using non-literary texts 
(Sinaga et al., 2023; Kumarage, 2024). These textual features required learners to justify 
interpretations and consider alternative meanings. Several studies connected literary 
interpretation with higher-order thinking. For instance, Alimkhanova (2024) emphasised the 
importance of reasoned interpretation in short-story reading. Firmansyah and Toyyibah (2025) 
demonstrated that moral dilemmas in short stories stimulated ethical reasoning and complex 
problem-solving. In these studies, ambiguity, conflict, and perspective-taking were central to 
analytical engagement. Structured instructional design also contributed to cognitive 
outcomes. Pardede (2019) showed that the before–during–after reading framework enhanced 
learner engagement through schema activation, sustained attention, and interpretive follow-
up. Üstündağ-Algin (2025) found statistically significant improvement in comprehension after 
explicit strategy teaching in short story lessons. Irhamni et al. (2025) indicated that previewing 
strategies reduced cognitive load and improved the processing of complex texts. Other studies 
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related instructional sequencing and manageable text length to analytical participation and 
cognitive coherence (Chusniawati et al., 2025; Zhou & Li, 2025). The findings focused on 
narrative complexity, interpretive reasoning, and structured instructional mediation. 

Affective Outcomes 

The affective findings were concentrated on anxiety reduction, learner engagement, 
motivation, and self-confidence. Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety (FLCA) was treated in 
this group of studies as a barrier to oral participation. Kasap et al. (2022) demonstrated that a 
four-week short-story-based intervention reduced FLCA, as reflected in lower FLCAS scores (p 
< 0.05). Heidarian and Heydon (2025) found that the use of short stories created a supportive, 
low-stress classroom environment and increased learners’ self-confidence. Similarly, 
engagement with plot and character was related to reduced performance pressure (Rosemarie 
et al., 2023), consistent with Krashen’s (1982) Affective Filter Hypothesis. A related set of 
findings addressed participation and communicative risk-taking. Tihal (2025) indicated that 
storytelling techniques lowered students’ affective filters and increased participation with less 
fear of making mistakes. Ölmez and Aran (2025) found that narrative and digital storytelling 
reduced fear of ridicule by creating a safe and individualized learning environment, although 
overall anxiety scores did not change significantly. Learner engagement and motivation were 
examined in terms of interest, flow, self-efficacy, autonomy, and sustained attention. Lo and 
Shi (2024) found that literary texts generated stronger interest than artificial coursebook 
dialogues. Matsuoka et al. (2026) related emotional identification with characters to sustained 
attention and participation. Zhou and Li (2025) described this engagement as flow, marked by 
focused immersion in meaningful activity. Firmansyah and Toyyibah (2025) demonstrated that 
completing short stories increased learners’ self-efficacy, particularly among lower-
proficiency learners. Wong et al. (2020) showed that blended learning environments using 
short stories increased learner autonomy and sustained motivation. 

Intercultural Communicative Competence 

Intercultural Communicative Competence (ICC) was addressed through cultural awareness, 
empathy, comparison, reflection on social practices, and pragmatic understanding. Holló and 
Károly (2025) described the mirror-and-window role of literary texts, through which learners 
consider familiar cultural experiences and unfamiliar perspectives. In a study comparing short 
stories with inner-circle, outer-circle, and local (Turkic) content in English language learning, 
Demiryürek and Bada (2022) found that culturally familiar stories were perceived as easier to 
understand because they activated relevant schemata. The same study also showed that non-
Turkic stories enabled learners to understand other cultures, compare local and world 
cultures, appreciate different viewpoints, and develop intercultural awareness and 
competence. Tural and Çubukçu (2021) demonstrated increased empathy and cultural 
sensitivity among learners engaging with multicultural short stories. Feeney and Gajaseni  
(2020) found that multicultural short stories encouraged reflection on values, norms, and 
social practices. In this way, Collie and Slater (1987) drew attention to dialogue, character 
interaction, and social situations as sources of pragmatic and cultural knowledge. In addition, 
Fauzi et al. (2025) emphasised the role of structured, reflective classroom activities in ICC-
oriented short-story teaching. Sariana et al. (2022) indicated that familiar cultural content 
facilitated vocabulary learning and comprehension.  

Discussion  

This study explored short stories as structured instructional tools with an explicit pedagogical 
role in EFL teaching. Their pedagogical value derives from their ability to integrate multiple 
dimensions of language learning into a coherent classroom process. The discussion, 
therefore, focuses on language development, interpretation, participation, and intercultural 
understanding. 
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The findings of this review indicated that contextualized exposure through short story-based 
teaching in EFL classrooms benefited vocabulary development. Learners can encounter 
lexical items through plot development, character interaction, and recurring narrative cues. 
These findings are in line with García-Cañarte and Ocaña (2024), who showed that short stories 
facilitated incidental vocabulary learning by directing learners’ attention to meaning. Lomi et 
al. (2024) also stressed that sustained attention to meaning is crucial for internalization. In 
classroom terms, the present results suggest that repeated lexical exposure within a coherent 
narrative context can make vocabulary teaching more meaningful and durable. 

A further important finding concerned grammar learning through short stories. In narrative 
contexts, learners can meet tense, dialogue, and clause structures as part of the text’s 
meaning, not as separate rules. Such contextualized contact can help students move from 
formal recognition to more accurate use. These results corroborate Kahraman and Şentürk 
(2020), who similarly argued that short stories place grammatical forms within meaningful 
discourse and communicative use. Similarly, Kakar (2025) documented improvement in 
grammatical understanding and production. In the current study, it can thus be suggested that 
grammar teaching can be more productive when form is examined in the context of dialogue 
and narrative meaning. 

Interpretation and cognitive engagement were also significant outcomes in EFL short -tory-
based teaching. Ambiguity, tension, and multiple perspectives, including in short stories, invite 
learners to infer, evaluate, and justify meaning. These textual features require learners to 
examine ideas, motives, and relationships in the text at a level deeper than sentence meaning. 
This finding is consistent with Üstündağ-Algin (2025), who demonstrated that guided 
questioning, discussion, summarising, and other structured reading tasks can deepen 
classroom interpretation. In pedagogical terms, short-story-based reading tasks can foster 
reasoned interpretation and analytical attention. In this respect, comprehension can be 
connected with critical engagement. 

Moreover, the results of the study identified oral and written production as a considerable area.  
In speaking tasks, characters, motives, and conflict in short stories can become the basis for 
purposeful communication. In writing tasks, continuation, rewriting, and reinterpretation of a 
short story can make written production more focused. In accordance with these findings, 
Fitria (2024) found that narrative-based writing tasks improved students’ written production 
and textual structure. Likewise, Irhamni et al. (2025) reported increased oral participation 
through short-story-based post-reading discussions and oral presentations. A shared text can 
therefore establish a common point of reference for oral and written production. 

Affective engagement was another recurring outcome. The review indicated that lower 
speaking anxiety and greater participation occurred in short-story-based instruction. A 
possible explanation is the meaning-focused nature of short-story-based tasks. Learners 
attend to characters, events, and conflicts before focusing on linguistic accuracy. Kasap et al. 
(2022) reached a comparable conclusion in relation to anxiety and classroom participation. Al-
Siyabi (2025) made a similar point by emphasizing the role of meaning and character 
development in easing classroom pressure. One classroom implication is that story-based 
instruction can foster a more supportive climate for learning and interaction. 

The results also revealed that the cultural dimension necessitates careful text selection. 
Familiar cultural content eased learners’ entry into the text, since prior knowledge reduced 
processing demands and supported early engagement. Sariana et al. (2022) found that 
culturally familiar texts were associated with stronger comprehension. However, an exclusive 
focus on familiar contexts may restrict learners’ intercultural range. Tural and Çubukçu (2021) 
examined culture-based short stories as a basis for empathy, comparison, and critical 
reflection. For this reason, text selection should begin with accessible materials and then 
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move gradually towards short stories with diverse content. Demiryürek and Bada (2022) are 
especially relevant here, as learners in their study perceived local-content stories as easier and 
more motivating because of familiar schemata.  Intercultural learning can be strengthened 
through a gradual progression from accessible texts to materials that encourage comparison 
and reflection. 

Technology can play a more defined pedagogical role in short-story-based EFL teaching when 
guided by specific instructional aims. Audio input, visual materials, and digital storytelling can 
widen access and sustain attention, especially for learners who need scaffolding. Zhou and Li 
(2025) discussed these advantages in the context of digitally supported short story education. 
However, digital tools may also cause distraction and cognitive fatigue in some classroom 
settings. For this reason, their use should be connected to the aims of the lesson and to the 
progression from reading to listening, discussion, and retelling. 

Viewed as a whole, the evidence suggests that the classroom value of short stories cannot be 
reduced to one outcome area. Their pedagogical relevance lies in integrating language 
learning, interpretation, participation, and cultural engagement into a single instructional 
process. This responds to the gap identified in the introduction: the limited integration of 
linguistic, cognitive, affective, and intercultural domains in previous research (Wati et al., 
2025; Xu et al., 2025). On this basis, it is possible to state that short stories can offer a practical 
and well-grounded framework for purposeful EFL teaching. 

Conclusion 

This narrative review examined empirical research on the use of short stories as instructional 
tools in EFL teaching. The findings indicated that short stories can be employed as a compact 
educational text in language education. Their manageable length, narrative unity, and 
interpretive depth can allow focused attention to language, meaning, learner response, and 
culture. In EFL classrooms, a single short story can therefore support several learning aims 
together without losing pedagogical clarity. The main contribution of this review is its 
pedagogical synthesis. Earlier studies often examined linguistic, cognitive, affective, and 
intercultural outcomes separately. This study considers these areas in relation to one another 
and reveals the role of short stories in EFL practice. For classroom teaching, short stories 
should be planned as purposeful instructional units. Text choice, task design, and interaction 
should follow clear pedagogical aims so that reading, discussion, and production develop as 
connected stages of learning. 

Limitations 

This review has several limitations. First, it followed a narrative review design, enabling an 
interpretive synthesis of the literature. The search process relied mainly on Google Scholar and 
manual screening of reference lists, and some relevant studies may have fallen outside the 
scope of the analysis. In addition, the studies reviewed varied in research design, instructional 
duration, participant characteristics, and assessment procedures. This requires caution in 
interpreting the overall conclusions. Many of the classroom applications were also conducted 
over relatively short periods. Further empirical research with longer instructional periods and 
more consistent assessment procedures is needed to evaluate the long-term effects of short-
story-based EFL teaching. 
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