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The field of foreign language education has embraced for some
time now the fact that teaching a language implies not only
focusing on linguistic skills but also fostering intercultural
awareness. In many EFL courses and teaching training curricula
language is referred to as English language and culture, in an
attempt to highlight the importance that teaching culture has in
the education of teachers as future intercultural mediators. What
to include as cultural components remains a difficult decision to
make for teachers and teacher trainers in their language courses.
Many of them choose to include some contents of English
literature and history and, more often than not, find themselves
trapped at the crossroads of which texts or material would be
meaningful, updated and more importantly, engaging.
Historical fiction has gained ground in the field of literary
studies as a site where New Historicism and Historiographic
Metafiction not only allow for an entertaining and engaging way
into history, but also open up new arenas in which to question
and resignify historical truth, meaning and subjectivity.

It is the aim of this presentation to provide an exploration of
how the inclusion of historical fiction can enrich an EFL or
teacher training lesson and illustrate this in three specific cases
of literature in English from different contexts: Henry VIII or all
is True, by William Shakespeare, Atonement, by lan McEwan
and The Underground Railroad, by Colson Whitehead, while
reflecting on the theoretical concerns behind the choices.
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In the first place, the reading of the play King Henry VIII and
discussion of the concerns about historical truth and subjectivity
will undoubtedly contribute to developing a critical and
reflexive standpoint on the social, political, economic and
cultural reality of the English speaking peoples as portrayed by
one of the most important writers in the English language.

In the case of Atonement and The Underground Railroad their
inclusion in the curricula brings the students closer to two of the
most important events in the formation of contemporary
American and British societies: World War II and the
subsequent new configuration of the British Empire and slavery
and the American Civil war, with racism at the core of
nowadays world media coverage in the US. An exploration of
these topics through the lens of such lively, gripping and
engaging novels can be much more rewarding and engaging for
such dry thematic concerns. Moving away from the common
encyclopedic approach in the cultural and historical units in
teacher training curricula can foster a variety of exchanges,
debates and engagement.

Last but not least, seeing the writers behind the construction of
their texts, crisscrossed by so many political and social
concerns, will help students and future teachers question the
nature and validity of the historical information received and,
hopefully, move onto a more critical standpoint in citizenship
and their future role as educators and cultural mediators.
Including the screen or stage adaptations of these three works
would even bring students one step further into the exploration
of choice in historical truth and the agency of directors as
storytellers, in the same way historians and writers are seen.
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