
can television be considered literature and
taught in english classes
can television be considered literature and taught in english classes is a question that has
sparked considerable debate among educators, literary critics, and media scholars. As television
storytelling has evolved in complexity and depth, many argue that it transcends mere entertainment
to embody literary qualities worthy of academic study. This article explores the criteria that define
literature and examines whether television meets these standards. It also investigates the
educational benefits and potential challenges of incorporating television narratives into English
curricula. By analyzing narrative techniques, thematic richness, and cultural impact, this discussion
provides a comprehensive overview of television's place within literary studies and pedagogy. The
article further outlines practical approaches for teaching television content alongside traditional
literary texts, emphasizing critical thinking and media literacy skills.
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Defining Literature and Its Core Characteristics
Understanding whether television can be considered literature requires a clear definition of what
constitutes literature. Traditionally, literature refers to written works valued for their artistic merit,
thematic depth, and expression of human experience. It encompasses genres such as poetry, prose,
drama, and essays, often characterized by complex narratives, symbolic language, and exploration of
universal themes. Literature invites interpretation and critical analysis, offering insights into culture,
society, and the human condition. The evolving nature of literature also includes oral storytelling and
digital texts, broadening the scope of what may be considered literary works.

Essential Elements of Literature
Several core elements distinguish literature from other forms of communication or entertainment.
These include:

Complex Characters: Well-developed characters with psychological depth and growth.



Engaging Plot: A structured narrative with conflict, climax, and resolution.

Thematic Depth: Exploration of significant ideas such as identity, morality, and society.

Language and Style: Use of figurative language, symbolism, and rhetorical devices.

Cultural and Historical Context: Reflection or critique of the time and place in which the
work is produced.

Television as a Narrative Form
Television has evolved considerably since its inception, emerging as a sophisticated medium capable
of complex storytelling. Unlike traditional literature, television combines visual, auditory, and
performative elements to engage audiences. It offers serialized narratives that unfold over multiple
episodes or seasons, allowing for expansive character development and intricate plotlines. Television
encompasses various genres, from drama and comedy to science fiction and documentary, each with
unique storytelling conventions.

Characteristics of Television Storytelling
Television narratives often exhibit the following characteristics:

Seriality: Ongoing stories that develop over time, encouraging sustained viewer engagement.

Multimodality: Integration of dialogue, visuals, sound, and music to convey meaning.

Character Ensemble: Multiple central characters with interconnected story arcs.

Genre Blending: Combination of elements from different genres to create complex narratives.

Audience Interaction: Cultural impact and viewer response influencing content and
interpretation.

Literary Qualities of Television Content
Many contemporary television series possess qualities traditionally associated with literature. These
works often feature nuanced characters, layered narratives, and thematic exploration comparable to
classic novels and plays. The rise of “prestige television” has elevated the medium’s artistic status,
with shows frequently analyzed for their literary and cultural significance. Television scripts exhibit
poetic and rhetorical devices, and visual symbolism enhances thematic expression.



Examples of Literary Television Series
Several television programs have been recognized for their literary merit, including:

The Sopranos – A complex exploration of morality, identity, and family dynamics.1.

Breaking Bad – A narrative of transformation and consequences, rich in symbolism.2.

Mad Men – An examination of social change and personal ambition in mid-20th-century3.
America.

The Wire – A multifaceted critique of urban life and institutional dysfunction.4.

Game of Thrones – A sprawling epic with themes of power, loyalty, and fate.5.

Benefits of Teaching Television in English Classes
Integrating television into English curricula offers numerous educational advantages. It can engage
students by connecting literary analysis with familiar and culturally relevant media. Television
narratives provide rich material for exploring narrative techniques, character development, and
thematic content. Additionally, studying television enhances media literacy, critical thinking, and
interpretive skills essential in the digital age. It also fosters discussions on representation, ideology,
and societal issues reflected in contemporary storytelling.

Educational Advantages

Accessibility: Television is widely accessible and appealing to diverse student populations.

Multimodal Learning: Combines visual and auditory stimuli to support varied learning styles.

Critical Media Literacy: Encourages analysis of media messages and production contexts.

Cultural Relevance: Reflects current social issues and cultural dynamics.

Interdisciplinary Connections: Links literature with history, sociology, and media studies.

Challenges and Considerations in Curriculum
Integration
Despite its benefits, incorporating television as literature into English classes presents challenges.
There are concerns about maintaining academic rigor, selecting appropriate content, and balancing
screen time with traditional reading. Some educators question whether television’s collaborative and



commercial nature affects its literary value. Additionally, logistical issues such as copyright, classroom
technology, and diverse student preferences must be addressed.

Key Challenges

Defining Literary Standards: Establishing criteria for evaluating television as literature.

Content Appropriateness: Ensuring thematic and age-appropriate material.

Resource Availability: Access to episodes and necessary viewing equipment.

Assessment Methods: Developing suitable tools for analyzing television narratives.

Balancing Curriculum: Integrating television without displacing essential reading skills.

Effective Strategies for Teaching Television as
Literature
Successful incorporation of television into English classes requires thoughtful pedagogical strategies.
Educators should select series that exemplify literary qualities and align with curricular goals. Critical
viewing guides and discussion frameworks help students engage analytically with television content.
Comparative analysis with traditional texts can deepen understanding of narrative forms. Encouraging
students to explore themes, character motivations, and symbolism in television fosters
comprehensive literary skills.

Practical Approaches

Close Viewing: Analyzing specific scenes for narrative and stylistic elements.

Comparative Essays: Writing assignments comparing television with novels or plays.

Group Discussions: Facilitated conversations on thematic and cultural implications.

Creative Projects: Students create scripts or storyboards inspired by television narratives.

Incorporation of Media Theory: Introducing concepts of genre, auteur theory, and audience
reception.



Frequently Asked Questions

Can television shows be considered a form of literature?
Yes, television shows can be considered a form of literature as they often incorporate narrative
structures, character development, themes, and dialogue similar to traditional literary works.

What are the benefits of teaching television in English
classes?
Teaching television in English classes can engage students with contemporary storytelling, enhance
media literacy, and provide diverse perspectives through visual and auditory elements that
complement traditional texts.

How does television compare to traditional literature in terms
of storytelling?
Television combines visual, auditory, and narrative elements, offering a multi-sensory storytelling
experience, whereas traditional literature relies solely on written language and imagination.

Are there challenges in considering television as literature in
academic settings?
Yes, challenges include debates over literary merit, the perceived commercial nature of TV content,
and the difficulty in analyzing visual and episodic formats using traditional literary frameworks.

Which television genres are most suitable for study in English
classes?
Genres such as drama, historical fiction, and adaptations of literary works are particularly suitable, as
they often feature complex characters, themes, and social commentary that align with literary
analysis.

How can teachers integrate television into the English
curriculum effectively?
Teachers can integrate television by pairing episodes with related literary texts, encouraging critical
analysis of themes and characters, and fostering discussions about narrative techniques and cultural
contexts.

Does including television in English classes help develop
critical thinking skills?
Yes, analyzing television content encourages students to critically evaluate storytelling techniques,
media messages, and cultural representations, thereby enhancing their critical thinking and
interpretive skills.



Additional Resources
1. Reading the Silver Screen: Cinema and Literature
This book explores the intersection of visual media and traditional literary forms, delving into how
television and film narratives share literary qualities such as character development, thematic depth,
and storytelling techniques. It argues for the inclusion of television scripts and shows as legitimate
texts in English curricula. The author also discusses pedagogical strategies for teaching television
alongside classic literature.

2. Television as Literature: Essays on the Small Screen
A collection of scholarly essays that analyze various television series through a literary lens,
examining narrative structure, symbolism, and cultural impact. The book makes a case for
recognizing television as a serious art form worthy of academic study. It also considers how TV shows
can engage students in critical thinking and literary analysis.

3. The Literature of Television: A Critical Introduction
This introductory text provides an overview of television’s narrative forms and their relationship to
traditional literature. It discusses the evolution of television storytelling, its unique language, and its
potential for literary merit. The book also addresses debates surrounding the inclusion of television in
English classrooms.

4. Teaching Television: A New Approach to English Studies
Focused on pedagogical methods, this book offers practical advice for incorporating television shows
into English courses. It highlights the benefits of using TV narratives to engage students, develop
media literacy, and foster critical analysis skills. Examples of lesson plans and classroom activities
related to popular series are included.

5. From Page to Screen: Adapting Literature for Television
This book examines the adaptation process of transforming literary works into television programs. It
explores the challenges and creative decisions involved in maintaining the literary essence while
catering to a visual medium. The author discusses how these adaptations can serve as a bridge
between traditional literature and contemporary media.

6. Serial Storytelling: The Narrative Art of Television
An in-depth study of serialized television narratives, focusing on how long-form storytelling compares
to novelistic techniques. The book highlights character arcs, thematic complexity, and narrative
innovation found in modern TV series. It argues that serialized television deserves recognition similar
to that of classic literary novels.

7. Watching Words: Language and Literature in Television Scripts
This book analyzes the literary qualities of television scripts, including dialogue, symbolism, and
thematic layers. It emphasizes the script as a textual artifact that can be studied like poetry or prose.
The author advocates for script analysis as a valuable component of English literature education.

8. Cultural Narratives on the Small Screen
Exploring the cultural and social dimensions of television storytelling, this book considers how TV
shows reflect and shape societal values and issues. It discusses the role of television in contemporary
narrative culture and its place alongside traditional literature. The book also addresses diversity and
representation in television narratives.

9. Beyond Books: Expanding the Literary Canon with Television



This work challenges traditional notions of the literary canon by proposing the inclusion of television
as a form of literature. It debates the criteria used to define literature and how television meets or
reshapes these standards. The author provides examples of critically acclaimed TV shows that merit
study in English classes.
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