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Abstract
This principle objective of this paper is to examine the implications of using stylistics in the teaching of literature. Contrary to traditional approaches, stylistics avoids significant subject bias by studying texts from a linguistic perspective. It aims to improve students’ ability to grasp complex works by equipping them with the tools with which to parse out meaning instead of relying solely on intuition and vague creative inclinations. This would increase the accessibility of literature by reducing the subjectivity of analysis and encouraging a more methodical style of investigation. This study was conducted using a qualitative research approach known as introspection. Data was collected in a class of 40 students through written responses to an open-ended question regarding their individual experiences learning stylistics. The findings of this study show that students benefit from stylistics with regards to honing their analytical prowess as well as heightening their comprehension of literary texts. In addition, this study could show that stylistics can indeed provide students with the necessary skills to achieve a more thorough and effective interpretation and understanding of literature.
Introduction
In a traditional literature class, the subject matter is often approached from a subjective perspective. Although context is given, students are usually taught to simply ‘sense’ the text for themselves and infer an understanding from their own impressions of the piece. This approach assumes that a close reading of the text several times over can give the reader clarity. The idea is that there is no right or wrong answer when it comes to deciphering a text and that almost every interpretation is valid. While this is effective for some, there are many others who face difficulty with abstract thinking of this sort. For students like these, a more structured method is required. Stylistics, as a more methodical form of analysis, can provide students with concrete and easily identifiable tools with which to parse out meaning. 

Stylistics acts as a bridge between the studies of literature and linguistics. It is an approach to literary analysis which looks at literature from a linguistic perspective by addressing the role of language, grammar, and rhetoric in creating meaning within a given text. In this way, stylistics has the potential to become a highly useful tool in helping students who would otherwise be averse to literary analysis derive understanding from works of literature. The use of stylistics in the classroom relies on “guiding learners through processes of reading” (Carter, 2010: 117) and subsequently engaging them in an evaluation of what those processes reveal about the meaning of a text. Stylistics aims to make literature more accessible to untrained readers by showing them how to break down the composition of a work to its basic linguistic elements. It provides structure to the act of interpretation by assigning meaning to an author’s lexical, semantic, and phonological choice. (Zyngier, 2001: 367) Parsing out meaning like this leads the reader to pay more systematic attention to details of the language within a text which can make it easier for that text to be understood.

It is obvious then that the act of literary interpretation is flexible in that many techniques are acceptable in the search for understanding. This mirrors the multifaceted approach to learning propagated by Islam. “Behold how many facets we give these messages, so that they might understand the truth.” (Al-Ana’am: 65). From this verse, it is possible to surmise that Allah SWT has given mankind a number of ways of looking at any given matter. This is because different methods of learning work best for different people. Since not everybody processes information in the same way, restricting people to a single approach of discovery could limit a person’s grasp of a particular subject. As Islam encourages all its followers to dedicate their lives to the pursuit of knowledge, it stands to reason that Muslims should make every attempt to help one another uncover as many paths to understanding as possible. Unlike in disciplines such as chemistry or biology where facts can be substantiated with concrete proof derived from objective experimentation, answering questions posed by literary works requires the consideration of a multitude of subjective opinions, the sheer volume of which can often come across as intimidating. Stylistics serves the purpose of offering another option for those who are interested in studying literature but lack a natural intuition for it. 

The discoveries made by this research could facilitate the development of a new skill set amongst students that might make it easier for them to understand literary topics in a more in-depth manner. When greater attention is paid to a piece of information, the more apparent the need becomes to “[acknowledge] its aesthetic traits and perfect creation”. (Badi and Tajdin, 2005, p. 2) Therefore, it is through the search for comprehension of Allah SWT’s creation that Muslims can become truly aware of the breadth and significance of His infinite wisdom. The effort to make learning more accessible to all is an example of the kind of educational tactic encouraged by Islam because it encourages people to engage in contemplation, and according to Badi and Tajdin (2005), thinking (tafkir) is a form of worship which, when done sincerely and with good intentions, can bring a person closer to Allah SWT (p. 7). Scholarly pursuits thus have the potential to stave off intellectual and spiritual poverty amongst Muslims.
Qualitative Research

The term qualitative research covers a multitude of approaches. What connects these varied approaches is a shared concern for an accurate description of real-life situations. Qualitative research differs from quantitative research in several respects. The former is interested in providing complete and detailed depictions whereas the latter looks to classify and assign numerical value in order to ascertain meaning. Unlike quantitative research, qualitative research is often initiated without any specific idea as to what a desirable result might be. The qualitative researcher seeks to uncover the significance that people attach to certain behaviors, incidents or processes, which makes the data retrieved subjective in nature and thus more difficult to generalize. (Mason, 2002; Robson, 2002)

The lack of restriction in qualitative research means that the researcher is at liberty to treat almost any data as relevant. Being less systematic, qualitative data is often messy and more complex to analyze. According to Dornyei, the challenge then becomes “not to generate enough data but rather to generate useful data” (2007: 125). Among the methods used in qualitative research are participant observation, focus groups and open-ended questions. Open-ended questions are particularly useful in revealing aspects of human cognition which would otherwise be unobservable through the first two methods listed. This is because it encourages people to question and contemplate their own behavior and actions without leading them with the researcher’s potential bias. It also provides insights to people’s thoughts and feelings which could help determine their motivation. This is known as the introspective method.

Introspection is a broad term which indicates the use of self-reflection as a means obtaining information about intangible mental processes. This method encourages individuals to examine the conscious and subconscious steps they take in the completion of a particular task. It operates on the basic assumption that human beings are capable of accessing, observing and verbalizing the internal workings of their respective minds. It should not be seen as revelatory in and of itself but must instead be subjected to the same process of interpreting and inferring used to decipher other sources of data. Introspection is significant in linguistics because it has the potential to shed light on the various mental operations which take place in language learning. (Dornyei, 2007; Gass and Mackey, 2000) 

The greatest advantage of the introspective method is that it allows people to observe and study mental processes which would otherwise be inaccessible by other means. According to Dornyei, when conducted within a strict methodological framework, the introspective method fulfils scientific research requirements (2007: 151). Several concerns have been raised regarding the reliability of this method. On its own, it is said to be too subjective, inconsistent, and lacking empirical precision. Critics also argue that the social desirability bias is often unavoidable, whereby respondents give answers which will be looked upon favourably at the expense of accuracy. The absence of consistent stimulated recall can also cause respondents to go off tangent which results in unfocused and therefore limited data. As such, information retrieved through introspection is rarely accepted as standalone data and instead used to corroborate or complement other findings. 
Findings
The findings are based on written comments by 40 students collected half-way through the semester. They would have had some practice in stylistic analysis especially in the interpretation of poems. The following are positive and negative written comments by the students under three categories: comprehension of subject matter, development of analytical skills and development of linguistic skills.

1. Comprehension of subject matter

Comprehension of subject matter refers to the student’s ability to understand and interpret the meaning of a work of literature. Students often find that it is more effective to learn by doing instead of merely by listening. Students who learn literature through stylistics will grow to have confidence in their own comprehension abilities. They are required to commit to repeated close readings of a text in order to understand how the whole is created by the sum of its parts. Stylistics show students that there are many aspects which go into creating a work of literature that when broken down and investigated separately can contribute to the clarification of the bigger picture. In their responses, students reported that the varied methods offered by stylistics allowed them to explore new ways of experiencing and investigating literature, which led to a deeper and more meaningful understanding of the works. However, certain student comments revealed that some of them faced difficulty in viewing literature as something which could be approached linguistically, having been so used to a dichotomy within the field of language studies.
Positive

1. The different angles and ways in interpreting works of literature has helped a lot in giving me an idea as to how to understand a work of literature. As this course goes in detail from different perspectives in interpreting a poem or work of literature, everything seems to make more sense. 

2. So far the class has help me a lot in discovering new things. It’s like an eye opener. Now, I know that to know a poem or literature work entirely, we must also know the linguistic aspects.

3. Through series of discussion in class and group, I was able to note some of the things that I couldn’t even see. Obviously, opinions and ideas are flourishing in the discussion process. Basically, all the things that we’ve done in class help me in many ways.

4. I admit that we face difficulties in reading [e.e. cummings] poems, and others that are illogical at first glance. But when we discussed them in class, I finally got the point. I understand them. Maybe it is because you’ve given us new “ways” of how to look at it.

5. This course has been helping me so far in understanding poetry and literature. It introduces me with techniques that can be used as an eye-opener to interpret poetry better. 

6. This course so far has been such an eye-opener when it comes to poems. The theories that I’ve learnt in this course make me realize a sentence as short as two words could mean many things.

7. This course has taught me a lot of knowledge on Linguistics and Literature, and how they relate to each other.

8. Reading poetry has been easier too. I now try to read poems that are seemingly hard to decipher at first hand. However, after learning in this course, the poem now sort of makes sense.

9. This course teaches us another way of looking at literature. It provides a guide, a base to test the literature works and I believe it would enrich the interpretation.

Negative

1. I can imagine the scene or things in the poems but it is difficult to relate it and figure out the symbolic meanings of it.

2. I’m so having problem of interpreting the literary work. But now, it has to be interpreted by using linguistic tools. For sure it will be more difficult for me…To relate the literary works in linguistic makes us to have two kinds o knowledge; literature (interpreting) and linguistic (the fact). I find that it is hard for me to focus on which area of study and since I have completely no idea how to interpret that work literary, so I have to interpret it linguistically. 

3. However, I still have a problem on interpreting the poem and usually I failed to get the intended meaning meant by the poet.

4. I face difficulties each time reading a poem. I always ended up looking at poems differently compared to other students in the class.

5. Literature is difficult for me because we have to think beyond and think the hidden meaning. 

6. I have problem in analyzing some difficult literary work, for example, the poem by Sylvia Plath, ‘Ariel’.

2. Development of analytical skills

Stylistics has the potential to sharpen a student’s analytical skills by requiring him or her to examine each element of a text from every possible angle. It demands an intense focus on minute details within a text which might otherwise be ignored by other methods of literary interpretation. Students who have a grounding in stylistics are provided with the tools to develop their own views on literature instead of merely relying on rehashed interpretations of ideas put forth by “real” literary critics. They do not need to fall back on recycled opinions and are instead able to decipher texts which would otherwise appear inaccessible to those lacking similar skills. The analytical methods which students derive from stylistics are not limited to the study of literature but often have real world applications as well.

Positive

1. The method is full of fun which engaged the mind to be active and it is beneficial.

2. I have to admit that this class does provide me new ideas, perspective and broader thinking of literature and linguistics. 

3. For the past few weeks, I have learned so much from this course especially the critical thinking skills in analyzing literary works… This course taught me to be a critical minded person and research done all these while to what we have to discuss in class was worth it.

4. It has been interesting so far in the course of doing this subject, especially so when the answers are given, moments of “oohs and aahs”, and the point blank justifications truly opened up the mind to not only see things on its surface but rather, to delve in deeper…the freedom and difference in analyzing a certain text is very much appreciated. 

5. It opens my eyes and my way of thinking that we not only have one way but we have various ways in literature.

6. [I]t’s exhilarating to be in the class. Mainly because we apply the knowledge we learned simultaneously with the theory. 

7. This subject opens my mind on how to apply all my knowledge in linguistics into literature subject…Although up until now I have problems in applying skills in linguistics into literature, but at least I have the idea and I am no more clueless as the way I am before.

8. What I can say so far is this course really open my eyes and mind in how to relate linguistics and literature and discuss them together.

9. Thinking critically would be one of the best results from attending Linguistic for Students of Literature class…Familiarity in indulging the kind of critical thinking exercised in the class was also one of the products of recurrent exercises. The structure methods of analyzing a poem I hope would not change; that is recognizing it literally then analyzing its structure or the mechanics and lastly comprehend its connotation.

10. This class is really interesting as it open minds, be creative and be free.

11. Throughout this month of learning Linguistics for Students of Literature, I found myself started to develop details understanding on how to interpret poems. It gives me few ideas on how to deal with poems and it somehow create some interest in me on poems.

12. We can apply what we have learned to everyday scenarios. Subconsciously, I began to analyze the lyrics of the songs I’ve been listening too. It helps to exercise the mind and at the same time, I can also have a better understanding of people’s ideas and messages.

Negative

1. To me, thinking critically is harder than thinking creatively because it connects to the core of linguistics rules and principles. 

3. Development of linguistic skills

Students who experience stylistics as a teaching tool will be exposed to a multitude of linguistic terms. This increased exposure can lead to a greater familiarity with these terms, making it easier for students to correctly identify, explain and understand the significance of linguistic terms. The terms are no longer abstract in nature because students are able to recognize concrete manifestations of concepts such as foregrounding within the texts that they study. However, some student responses reveal that the volume of the terms which they are expected to know can be overwhelming, at least initially. Stylistics also has the potential to enhance a student’s language skills by increasing the emphasis placed on word meaning or definition. It draws the student’s attention to word choice and placement, which requires him or her to develop an understanding of both a word’s denotation as well as its connnotation, thus resulting in a significantly strengthened vocabulary.

Positive

1. After read the poems so many times, I understand and can interpret the poem, find the phonological choices, foregrounding, lexical choices. Much was learnt to knowing the purpose of certain words and structure to show it actually meant something.

2. I realized that there are little things to consider before interpreting poems. These little things were the things that I overlooked, and they are lexical and syntactical choices made by the poet. It’s amazing to discover the idea of a poem by just taking into account things like word repetition, and so on.

3. So far I know that to understand a poem, I have to look at it lexical, syntactical and phonological choice and other aspects too.

4. In terms of classifying the rhyme and the consonant cluster or foregrounding I still can find it…

5. At first, during the first and second week of class, I have difficulties in understanding the text and the hidden meaning. But now, in the 6th week, I have improved my skills of interpreting texts. I looked at the phonological or sound patterns and how it enhance poem. 

6. Analyzing a poem based on its phonological structure and relate these items to what the poem exactly means and also these phonological structure does help to further elaborate and draw the imagination of the context and content of a poem.

7. Lexical choices gives me hope coz it is much easier compared to [phonological] choices.

8. The course makes me view reading materials differently and even think as to why the author even created such a piece of word. 

9. However the lexical choices gives me hope coz it is much easier compared to the phonological choices.

10. Taking an example of the poem ‘The Pessimist’, the foregrounding theory helps at least derive the context of the poem.

11. I found this subject interesting because it helps me especially in term of vocabulary.

Negative

1. But for stanzaic structure, I do not know how to explain that in writing. And also syntactical choices. 

2. It’s kind of hard for me to discover all the things that we discuss in class. 

3. [I]t is difficult for me to give ideas/relate things to the poetry elements eg: phonological, syntactical and etc.

4. In interpreting the poems that have been given, I’m not really understand in the aspect of stanzaic structure.

5. In the beginning, we’ve learn about phonological choices. I thought that is the end for me coz I could not understand many parts.

6. It is pretty sad really when I couldn’t keep up with terms (that are kinda complex and so many!) and those terms won’t stick into my head.

7. I do found myself having some difficulties in understanding the terms and the concept.

8. Of course, I am currently having a hard time to digest all the terms (intra and inter-textual, stanzaic structure, phonological choices…)

9. I also facing the difficulty in remembering all the literary devices as well as the linguistic aspects to be applied in the poem such as theory of foregrounding etc.

10. At first I found it very hard to understand and kept on forgetting the terminologies that are connected to the phonological structure of the poem.

11. [I]t is not easy for me to express what I understand, to explain it in a proper and structured sentence is always my problem.

12. I have some difficulties in understanding the poem since most of the words being used in the poem are hardly to understand…

13. The constrain is the lack of vocabulary…

14. Usually most of the words in the poems are so alien to me and it obstructs me to move further.

Conclusion

As with all fields of knowledge, the linguistic approach to literature is not without its imperfections. However, despite limited data and with the number of negative comments, the findings of this study make it apparent that the benefits of stylistics to student learning are considerable. The introspective method used in this study has resulted in invaluable insight as to the mental operations of those learning stylistics. A continuation of this method in further research might serve to rectify the problem of a current dearth in data regarding student learning processes which could help refine teaching approaches. More evidence-based studies in this vein which show what and how students learn would be useful in enhancing the effectiveness of that learning. The difficulties listed by students in this study should not be seen purely as cons but rather as areas on which to work and improve in order to create classrooms that are more conducive to the learning of literature. Stylistics should not be discounted as an appropriate and effective way of teaching because its analytical structure provides a strong starting point for students who struggle with the more creative and subjective aspects of literature. Not only can these students use these stylistics techniques in literature but they can also apply these techniques to the study of the Quran. This will in turn heighten their understanding of the Quran. Stylistics has a pedagogical value to literature teaching in the foreign and second language context and honing the guidelines for teaching stylistics could heighten students’ performances and motivation, resulting in a more thorough and lasting understanding of literature. 
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