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aBsTracT: The linguistic impact of the use of literature in an EFL context has been
widely studied by different researchers (Quirk and Widdowson 1985; Chapman
1982; Maley 1989). However, a new line of research has emerged recently on the
grounds of the theory of reception applied to EFL situations (Carlisle, 2000; Liaw,
2001; Larson, 2009; Khatib, 2011; Shin & Riazantzeva, 2015; Bjelland, 2016).
Although this theory was not originally intended for EFL students but for native
speakers and competent readers able to take an active role in the reading process,
the applications have yielded interesting evidence about the reader who is also a
student of English. This paper explores the perceptions of gender roles in three of
Virginia Woolf’s stories as well as the students’ expectations in the reading process.
The findings also suggest pedagogical implications for EFL learning at advanced
levels given the complexity and sophistication of the language generated by students.
kEyworDs: theory of reception, gender roles, patriarchal society, feminism.

“¿Le temes a Virginia WooLf?” PercePción y recePción de estudiantes
efL de tercer año sobre roLes de género en tres historias cortas
de Virginia WooLf.

uniVersitarios de

resumen: El impacto lingüístico del uso de la literatura en el aprendizaje del inglés
en contexto EFL ha sido ampliamente estudiado por diferentes investigadores (Quirk
and Widdowson, 1985; Chapman, 1982; Maley, 1989). Sin embargo, en el último
tiempo ha surgido una nueva línea de investigación desde la teoría de la recepción
(Carlisle, 2000; Liaw, 2001; Larson, 2009; Khatib, 2011; Shin & Riazantzeva,
2015; Bjelland, 2016). Aunque esta teoría no fue pensada originalmente para EFL
sino para hablantes nativos y lectores competentes capaces de tomar un rol activo
en el proceso de lectura; las aplicaciones en el área EFL han arrojado interesante
evidencia sobre el sujeto lector estudiante de inglés. Este trabajo explora las
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percepciones de los roles de género en tres cuentos de Virginia Woolf, así como
las expectativas de los estudiantes en el proceso de lectura. Los hallazgos además
sugieren implicancias pedagógicas para el aprendizaje EFL en niveles avanzados
por la generación de lenguaje sobre temas complejos.
palabras clave: teoría de la recepción, expectativas, roles de género, sociedad
patriarcal, feminismo.

inTroDuCTion
Reading non-abridged literature in a foreign language has always been a challenge
for EFL learners. As Parkinson & Reid thomas (2000) state, the unique way in which
language is used in literature makes it too difficult for students to understand and it
contributes little to everyday language that students need to learn (p. 12). In the same
line of thought, Brumfit & Carter (1986), suggest that the study of literature will
“seldom be suited to the academic and professional needs of the students” (p. 150).
Although, the linguistic aspect such as unknown lexis –words and idioms seem to
be challenging for EFL students, it is also true that the cultural aspect is also crucial
because it may lead foreign readers to misinterpret the literary text when constructing
meaning. This is because literary texts reflect cultural perspectives that are difficult
for EFL students to understand because some concepts may be unfamiliar culturally
speaking or some of the moral or religious values that appear in the literary text may
be unacceptable (Spirovska, 2016, p. 164).
this study was conducted to explore the perceptions and responses of a group of
3rd year university students of English as a foreign language (EFL) in Santiago, Chile
when exposed to three short stories written by Virginia Woolf. the study used the
reader-response theory as background to analyze the way Chilean students construct
meaning and deal with the gender roles that emerge in Virginia Woolf’s narrative. this
construction is at interplay with the students’ own stereotypes that implies a bias in the
construction of meaning and is also present in their acceptance and/or rejection of the
endings of the stories. Paying attention to the endings and the ways the reader reacts
to them is a crucial element in reader-response theory. the endings show whether the
characters, themes and conflict diverge or converge and so if the reader’s expectations
are fulfilled or crushed. Virginia Woolf, being a modernist writer, usually produced
endings that were unconventional for the early XX century readers.
When Virginia Woolf (1880-1941) wrote her stories, there were still traces of the
Victorian society and culture that had defined gender roles throughout the XIX century
in Britain and the rest of Europe. Ellis (2007) state that “before one can become a
Post-Victorian one has to establish what the ‘Victorian’ itself represents, and it is not
until 1916 that Woolf’s writing start to do this to any degree” (p. 12). Ellis continues
to explain that in 1916 the Victorian era had receded enough to acquire a definition in
its own and become different from Virginia Woolf’s present. Benthin (2008) suggest
that being Virginia Woolf a female writer in a patriarchal society she would try some
challenges:
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She challenged the role of the Victorian woman, both in her novels and her other essays.
the ideas of women, their roles and identity become especially obvious in her novel To the
Lighthouse, as here Woolf clearly juxtaposes the two images of women, namely the Victorian
ideal and the New Woman. (p. 2)

the readers she had in mind at that time were very different from the readers today.
they were women who lived in a very rigid society that expected tradition would pass
from mothers to daughters and where women’s estimation of intelligence was seriously
low (Fernald, 2006, p. 3). However, the themes she wrote about such as gender roles,
patriarchal society, isolation, identity and self-awareness are still relevant today here
in Chile. So, the question of how she is read today in a Latin American context in
the XXI century is relevant. Our Chilean students who are nonnatives of English and
have had trouble learning the language have also become attentive and able readers
who update and refresh the works Virginia Woolf wrote and in doing so, they put their
own culture at play. Learning a language is not just about the language it is also about
culture. that is why, although not the main aim of this study, it is worth mentioning
that it has implications for EFL since students who are nonnative and are in the process
of learning the language could do a very good job interpreting, inferring and making
meaning of Virginia’s challenging literature. I hope this article will provide insights to
other teachers who are interested in using non-abridged literature in their classrooms,
and helps them explore its use beyond the learning of the language.

BaCkGrounD
1. Reader- response theory
Reception theory emphasizes the reader’s perception or interpretation in obtaining
meaning from a literary text. It was originally developed by Robert Jauss in the late
1960s and became very influential, especially in Germany in the 70s and 80s. Jauss
(1985) claims that it is the evolution of the audience and not the historical period of
the author that establishes meaning in a literary text. When reading, a certain dialogue
between the text and the reader can be established and this creates the conditions for
the reader’s experience of the text. For this process to take place it is important to
create the necessary imbalance between text and reader which would increase the
communication between them and would allow the reader to fill in the blanks or gaps
that emerge in the text (Iser, 2010).
It is noteworthy that although Reader-Response theory was not intended for EFL
research it has recently provided various and interesting insights about the problem
of reception in foreign students when exposed to authentic pieces of literature in
English. Publications on this field explore the reactions and feelings that students
have when reading authentic texts (Carlisle, 2000; Larson, 2009); and the way they
construct meaning through complex transaction with the texts (Liaw, 2001). Likewise,
they study the problematic aesthetic response to the texts and the relationship with
comprehension (Khatib, 2011; Bjelland, 2016).
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Similarly, other studies have focused on the multimodal theory of literacy that
emphasizes the interaction between readers and texts of different nature requiring
transmediation or the translation of meaning from one sign system to another, fostering
cognitive, aesthetic, and emotional responses that can become an alternative way in
learning a foreign language (Lee, 2013).
One very interesting direction of work grounded in constructivist theories is the
analysis of reader identity when exposed to authentic English literature. Evidence
confirms that the identities of the readers mediate in this process (Shin & Riazantseva,
2015) because in the reading process there is a previous pre-existing knowledge that
facilitates one’s comprehension. In fact, as the reader processes the input material,
the generated meaning becomes integrated into the global knowledge of the reader
(Nassaji, 2002). the previous experiences that the reader has had, his/her perspectives
and values become relevant in this process, because the reader will make connections
between his/her previous background knowledge and his/her experience of the text.
Apart from all this research done in EFL from the perspective of the reception
theory, it is worth considering some other research done in the field of reading
comprehension in EFL in terms of the strategies used when reading. According to Block
(2004) reading is a complex process where the reader is involved to make meaning
using some preexisting skills. Pressley (2006) defined efficient reading strategies as
the conscious behavior of the reader before, during and after the process of reading to
get meaning and Lai (2013) stated that reading strategies are methods to find meaning
from the text. From this perspective the responsibility of the reader is enormous to
bring forth the aesthetic object.
From a phenomenological perspective, the aesthetic object comes forth in the
process of reading. Ingarden (1973), probably one of the most brilliant aesthetic
philosophers and disciple of Husserl makes a difference between the literary work
of art and the aesthetic object. the literary work is a schematic formation made of
words and expressions; whereas the aesthetic object comes forth when there is a
concretization or concretion in the mind of the reader. For Ingarden, the work of art
has certain “places of indeterminacy” which are filled in by the attentive reader who
fills in the gaps and can bring forth the plot, characters and settings. Unlike the case
of real people, the characters are indeterminate and that is why the work of literature
needs a reader who fills in the gaps and indeterminacies with his/her own imagination
and experience.
this phenomenological preceptive was the one taken into consideration when
choosing the author and the stories for this study. Virginia Woolf’s literary works are
complex and full of indeterminacies and they demand a very active reader to bring
forth the aesthetic object. From the EFL perspective, students would have stories that
would allow for more than just one interpretation and this would encourage their own
interpretations.
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2. Virginia Woolf’s stories
Having been the professor in charge of teaching a course on Virginia Woolf in 2015
and 2016 at that university, I had been able to observe on various occasions the
reactions of my students when reading Woolf’s stories. these students were in third
year of a translation degree program and they had been training for the Certificate
in Advanced English for 3 months, and this course on Virginia Woolf was part of a
literary component they had to pass to comply with the academic requirements. When
reading Woolf’s stories their response was rather conservative and traditional. the
female independence and feminism that Virginia Woolf advocates generated certain
“anxiety” in some students who longed for happier and more romantic endings.
From that point of view, I was surprised to observe they expected women in the more
traditional roles of wives and mothers rather than in the roles of writers and thinkers.
As I had to teach the same course again in fall 2017, I thought this would give me
the chance to analyze Chilean EFL students’ reading process when exposed to Virginia
Woolf’s stories and see how they constructed meaning. this author is particularly
interesting because of the unconventional endings; because of the indeterminacies in
her writing which demands an active reader, and because she portrays gender roles
in a way that makes students reflect critically upon the subject. It would also give me
the opportunity to help students incorporate more sophisticated lexis and reinforce
students’ reading, writing and oral skills as this is one of the aims of the Certificate in
Advanced English. I knew some of these students because I had taught them English
when they were in first year. They had studied a course on English classic literature
from Beowulf to the Romantic period before, but they had never read or studied
anything by Virginia Woolf. to analyze and systematize their perceptions, I devised
a procedure to collect their individual opinions through a reading journal where they
would be able to record their reading experience. this journal included the three stories
organized in a booklet that contained also room for writing. Each lesson they would
devote 60 minutes to reading and then writing short essays through some guiding
questions so as to collect their response to the literary pieces. this work was done
individually and in silence. At the end of the course, I organized a focus group and
students were able to speak freely about their perceptions and impressions on gender
roles and the stories endings.
to contextualize the impact of Virginia Woolf on these students it is important to
bear in mind what was explained before in the introduction and background, as this
modernist writer not only wrote fiction but challenged the gender roles of the Victorian
ideals. Ideas of female identity are clearly questioned in the three stories chosen for
this study as Virginia Woolf questions Victorian ideals (Benthin, 2008, p. 2).
the three stories chosen for this study focus on gender issues from different
perspectives but all of them question the Victorian ideal that somehow reduced
female identity to the spheres of home, motherhood and marriage while men stayed in
privileged positions of power. Marriage, for example was probably the most important
goal for women because staying single implied losing their social position and gaining
disapproval of society. (Benthin, 2008; Sanchez, 2016) One very interesting idea
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that Virginia Woolf defies is the one of the “angel in the house”. This expression was
coined by Virginia Woolf (1942) to refer to the traditional characteristics of women
who were somehow manipulated by the patriarchal society. the angel in the house was
this type of woman who was supposed to be selfless and sacrificial with the purpose
of being accepted by males. Woolf stated that a woman to become a writer had to kill
the “angel in the house” first:
And the phantom was a woman, and when I came to know her better I called her the heroine
of a famous poem, the Angel in the House. It was she who used to come between my paper
and me when I was writing reviews. It was she who bothered me and wasted my time and so
tormented me that at last I killed her. (“Professions for Women”, para. 3)

From the Victorian perspective, women were perfect ladies whose most important
task was to enlighten the rest of the family in moral and religious virtues. As Reverend
E.J. Hardy noted in 1887:
Sweetness is to woman what sugar is to the fruit. It is her first business to be a happy sunbeam
in the house, making others happy, true, she will often have a ‘tear in her eye’, but (…) it must
be accompanied with a smile on her lips. (as cited in Benthin, 2008, p. 4)

In “the Widow and the Parrot” (1989), Mrs. Gage, the protagonist, is and old and
poor widow who unexpectedly receives a letter from her brother’s solicitors stating
that she has inherited some money. this is a change of fortune for the widow who
starts a journey to take possession of the inheritance. the parrot in the story is the one
who helps her get what she wants and move on in life from being poor to becoming
rich. She remains a widow at the end of the story, though. In “the Legacy” (1989),
the protagonist, Angela is trapped in a marriage where her husband makes her “the
angel in the house”. She is a beautiful young lady who revolves around her husband.
Everything changes when she meets BM who belongs to another social class. In the
end, Angela, decides to escape her loveless marriage killing herself. “the Mark on
the Wall” (1989) shows us a female character who is sitting in her home’s lounge
wondering at a mark on the wall. Her mind roams over different topics while she is
looking at the mark. She tries to decipher the enigma and at the end of the story we learn
that the mark on the wall is a snail. the story written with a stream of consciousness
technique shows the character is isolated and torn from the other character in the story,
her husband, who is sitting next to her.
3. Literature in the EFL class
Regarding the topic of the use of literature in the EFL classroom, a lot has been
written. Just to mention a few important authors who have made major contributions
to this field, Quirk and Widdowson (1985) who noted that to really learn a language we
must learn its literature as well, or Chapman (1982) that has stated that the language
that people use is the language of literature, and Maley (1989) who believed language
is not known until you know its literature.
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For this study, I would like to refer to a piece of research carried out by Al-Darwish
and Shuqair (2015) in Kuwait with a sample of 300 EFL students, they were asked
about the impact of literature in the development of other skills. 78% of the students
stated that literature had an impact on the development of their reading skills, while
64% agreed that it had an impact on their lexis, 52% stated that it had positive impacts
on their writing skills and 30% valued it as important in the development of their
oral skills.
taking this into account and in the context that my students had to train for the
Cambridge CAE exam it made sense to expose them to non-abridged, demanding
literature to reinforce their skills in English. It is important to bear in mind that C1
level corresponds to a proficient use of the language and it requires that the user
performs complex tasks related to study and/or work, so in terms of writing and
speaking “can present clear, detailed descriptions of complex subjects integrating subthemes, developing particular points and rounding off with an appropriate conclusion”.
(“Common European Framework”, p. 4)
the way students learned to think in a more literary way –in terms of characters,
themes, conflicts, expectations- throughout the experience gave them the possibility
to discuss in a more critical and sophisticated way about abstract topics which favors
the learning of the language at an advanced level. Sophistication is one of the key
elements that allows learners of English to move from one level to another. Students
at an elementary level are only able to speak about personal topics. the more students
progress in their learning of the language the more sophisticated and abstract their
language becomes. This is what defines their moving from B2 level to C1 for example.

meThoDS anD reSearCh
Participants included 15 university students of a translation program (8 males and 7
females all aged between 20 and 24 years old) taking the Advanced English course
at a university in Santiago, Chile, which was assigned to me for a 16-week- semester
with ten hours of weekly contact. these students speak Spanish as their L1 and have
reached a ~C1 level of English on CEFR. the course develops both oral and written
abilities.
In this course, the teacher guides students through the reading of the non-abridged
short stories by Virginia Woolf (1989). these stories were chosen because they
have interesting plots with unexpected endings; the heroines are non-conventional
and strive for their own identity in a patriarchal society and the narrative strategies
include interior monologues and multiple narration. From the perspective of the
reader response theory these texts would create the necessary imbalance between
text and reader which would increase the communication between the reader and the
text. Besides, from the perspective of an advanced English course these stories would
generate the divergence in interpretation that would engage students in speaking and
writing of more sophisticated ideas.
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Each of the stories was divided into two or three parts for research purposes.
Students were encouraged to read one part each class on their own and look up
vocabulary that prevented understanding. After they finished reading, students spent
25-30 minutes writing their impressions of the literary pieces they had read answering
the guiding questions provided by the teacher-researcher. At the end of each class,
they would submit a short essay on the basis of guiding questions of 140-190 words
on the questions provided. For a full account of the questions please see appendix 1.
Data collection included mainly the essays students handed in at the end of the class
and one focus group that was recorded to obtain the group’s responses to the texts.
Special attention was paid to the students’ aesthetic response and their construction
of meaning of the image of woman presented by Virginia Woolf. For a full account
of the questions that served as a basis for the focus group, please see appendix 2.

anaLySiS anD FinDinGS
The methodology employed to analyze the open questions is the traditional codification
method. the answers were organized and categorized according to the content of the
answer and their frequency (Pope 2012). In the case of the focus group, the answers
were more general, but also were categorized to have a more thorough account of
students’ perceptions.
1. Perception of female gender roles
In relation to female characters, this paper focuses on Mrs. Gage (“the Widow and the
Parrot”); Angela (“the Legacy”); and the unnamed female narrator (“the Mark on the
Wall”). The three characters fail to fulfill the traditional female roles of mothers and
wives, and this is something that all the students in this research perceived. Mrs. Gage
is a widow who lives alone with her dog Shag in very poor conditions, and suddenly
receives a letter from two solicitors stating that she has received an inheritance due
to her brother’s death. She travels to meet the solicitors and take possession of the
inheritance when something unexpected happens: the money has disappeared! When
describing Mrs. Gage, the two characteristics that appear with more frequency in
students’ answers is that she is old and poor to be the hero of the story, lacking the
traditional Victorian attributes of youth, beauty, and wealth which would make her
“the angel in the house” (Benthin, 2008, p. 4). On the other hand, something that
some students perceived as a rather negative trait is Mrs. Gage’s ambition. In fact,
they rejected her happiness upon receiving the solicitors’ letter with information of
the inheritance. Certainly, they expected the more traditional Victorian self-denying
reaction that would place her own needs in second place, rather than an eager woman
who would like to change her social condition. Virginia Woolf was very concerned
about the economic issue and advocated for women to have the chance to become
economically independent (Fernand, 2006, p. 8). Likewise, Mrs. Gage is perceived
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to be adventurous and able to make decisions that lead her on a path of self-discovery
that makes her happy and rich at the end of the story.
Categories
Mrs. Gage is old
Mrs. Gage is poor
Mrs. Gage does not fit the traditional role of the heroine
Mrs. Gage is an animal lover
Mr. gage is lame and shortsighted
Mrs. Gage is interested in Money and is rather
opportunistic
Mrs. Gage is lonely

Frequency in the answers
15
13
10
8
5
5
3

In relation to Angela, in “the Legacy”, she shares some of the characteristics
observed in Mrs. Gage. She also appears to be extremely weak at the beginning of the
story although she is beautiful, young and rich. the plotline shows Angela belonging
to the upper class and being married to a politician who values his job more than
anything else. As the story develops, the reader learns that Angela was having an affair
with another man, a socialist, who juxtaposes to her husband, a rich MP. the fact that
Angela has an affair with someone from a lower triggers the tragic ending. Nothing
could have been more scandalous for the Victorian society that an upper-class woman
having an affair with someone from a lower class, as the Victorian stratification was
hierarchical and rigid (Frost, 1995, p.81). Most of the students (6 of them) perceived
Angela as a friendly person who cares about her friends, and a good wife, devoted to
her husband and in love with him. Angela is perceived in the first part of the story as
a great example of “an angel in the house”. the character of Angela is angelic at the
beginning of the story, but that changes in the moment of self-realization and at the
end she prefers to commit suicide rather than live a fake existence. Similarly, to Mrs.
Gage, Angela starts a journey of self-discovery through the relationship with BM
and she learns to be more independent, starts working, grows up, and changes. this
change that Angela experiences is also rejected by some students (4 of them) who
state that Angela is a mysterious character who had a double life and cheated on her
husband. This was more relevant for some students than the fact that she had finally
found herself and freed from a manipulative husband and a society that expected her
to be an angelic figure.
Categories
Angela is a good wife
Angela is a friendly person who cares about her friends.
Angela is not very clever or cultured.
Angela is submissive and silent
Angela is a quiet and organized woman

Frequency in the answers
4
6
3
2
2

In the case of the unnamed character in “the Mark on the Wall”, 10 students stated
that she is very observant and thoughtful and a little unfocused, that she seems worried
about her life and the mystery of it. the plot line in this story is complex. the story
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starts when a woman is sitting in her sitting room in January and as she drinks tea,
she notices a mark on the wall and the entire story is a hypothesis to find out what
the mark on the wall is. Most of the students had difficulties to understand this story,
and they rejected the stream of consciousness technique employed by Virginia Woolf
because it was disruptive in comparison to what they had read before. In fact, the
story is built on the protagonist’s thoughts that go from very abstract topics such as
the meaning of life; history, literature and philosophy to the anxieties of the Second
World War. there is a certain passive behavior that the character states, that being
inside the house, thinking is the proper realm of women in contrast to the more active
roles of men in society. However, students valued the unconventional narration and the
way the normal categories are altered and changed. the fact that the female character
in the story has become pure thought in a contemplative, meditative attitude made
them value this trait as part of the gender roles that Virginia Woolf also attributes to
female characters. As Virginia was herself an intellectual, students focused on the
probable biographical traits of this story. She herself would probably just sit down and
be thoroughly absorbed in contemplation defying a role that was usually attributed
to the male world. Men are the ones who write, think and contemplate. Men are the
ones who have spiritual needs. Although, some students were uncomfortable with
the challenges of the character’s thoughts they celebrated the fact that the female
prototypical gender roles had been defied.
When students were asked about their perception of gender roles in Chile during
the focus group session and if they found any similarities with the female characters
in the stories, there was a consensus in the fact that traditional stereotypes were still
present in Chilean culture and although a lot of women have departed from them, there
is still discrimination. the problem with stereotyping is that categorizes roles bases
on the frequency males and females are perceived to carry these roles out in society.
However, it is basically about roles and about genders. For example:
Women are perceived as more nurturant and concerned with the care of babies and infants.
Women probably do perform more nurturing behaviors than do men, but this is because women
are more are more often placed in positions (teacher, nurse) and roles (motherhood) where
these behaviors are expected. Conversely, men are generally more aggressive and domineering
than women, and again this is because men are more likely to have jobs where such behavior
is encouraged. (Schneider, 2005, p.447)

this is reinforced by some recent publications that point out the differences in
terms of wages, managerial positions, job segregation (Godoy and Mladinic, 2009;
Flores, 2017; Novella, Rucci & Vasquez, 2015) in Chile. It is interesting that both men
and women in the focus group agreed on the fact that when women try to show their
skills, part of the society frowns on them. However, some other students, especially
girls stated that society is divided because there are some women who want to be
independent, and study and have their own professions but others still find it very
normal just to stay home and raise children.
As a conclusion, students perceived the female characters in the stories as
nontraditional and somehow defying the stereotypical role models of the patriarchal
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society. the three female characters kill the “angel in the house” promoting roles
that have to do with independence, self-discovery, and deep thought. Nevertheless,
the students’ negative perceptions of the ambition in Mrs. Gage; the unfaithfulness
in Angela and the excessive thought and reverie in the protagonist narrator of the
“Mark on the Wall” (1989) reveal their prejudices as Chilean readers. this does not
mean that being Chilean make them prejudiced but it reveals they have inherited
some patriarchal traits from their parents and grandparents which is put into play in
the process of reading and will be part of their response to the text.
2. Perceptions of male gender roles
Another issue this paper focuses on is the perception that students have on men;
especially on Mrs. Gage’s brother, Joseph (“the Widow and the Parrot”); Gilbert,
Angela’s husband (“the Legacy”) in their relationship with the female protagonists.
It is interesting to observe that in relation to Joseph 13 out of 15 students referred to
him as being mean, evil and unfeeling; one student remarked Joseph’s cleverness and
craftiness while another highlighted his lack of empathy. Altogether, the reactions
and perceptions of students were rather negative. Most of them referred to the bad
habit of hurting animals or insects when he was a child and then to the fact that he
never answered Mrs. Gage’s Christmas cards. Other male characters in the story,
such as the solicitors who wrote to Mrs. Gage informing her about the inheritance
and later about the loss of the money, were considered rather cold and indifferent,
uncomprehending and apathetic.
Categories
Joseph is mean, evil and unfeeling.
Joseph is clever and crafty
Joseph lacks empathy
Gilbert is a good husband
Gilbert is too worried about his job as a politician.
Gilbert is arrogant
Gilbert is a patient

Frequency in the answers
13
1
1
7
3
4
1

In relation to Gilbert, students’ answers were more divided. At least 7 students
pointed out that Gilbert was a good husband and a good man who cared about his wife.
One student stated that Gilbert was patient. Nevertheless, 4 students highlighted the
fact that he was arrogant and conceited; 3 students stated that he was just obsessed
with his work and left his wife alone. These findings indicate that most of the students
focused on the rather traditional values of the good wife devoted to the husband, the
loving and caring husband who provides for the house, who feels superior to his
wife but loves her anyway. Just a few people were able to go beyond the surface and
understand that the husband who appeared loving and caring was just absorbed in
his own political career and the wife who was agreeable was growing more and more
isolated as the story develops.
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In conclusion, Joseph was easily perceived in a negative way by most students
because objectively he is portrayed with a series of negative traits such us greed,
indifference, selfishness who has never cared about his sister and has failed to relate
with her in a positive way. Students also observed that he is quite the opposite of good
Mrs. Gage, if she is loving and caring about animals, he is cruel and indifferent to
them; if she is generous and good-hearted he is selfish and hard. Mrs. Gage becomes
a hero in the eyes of students because when compared to her brother she has positive
qualities while he has only negative ones. Nevertheless, in the case of Gilbert, students
were quite divided, and most of them saw very good qualities in him. It was really
a few who realized he was also very selfish and neglected his wife. In Gilbert, it is
easily perceived how students were biased by stereotypical role models because they
accepted the stronger man who protects a weaker wife to the point of transforming her
into a little child. In fact, many students disliked the fact that Angela had cheated on
her husband in search for her own independence and made it difficult for some of them
to accept her as a heroine. At least many of them stated she was a complex character
because it was contradictory for them that she could be so devoted to her husband
in the first part of the story and had turned into such a treacherous person at the end.
3. Perceptions of the narrative itself
Apart from students’ perceptions of gender roles in the stories it was relevant to obtain
their perspectives on the narrative itself, especially in terms of their expectations as
readers as well as on the endings because this also provides interesting data as to the
way they are reading and how they are reacting to the new gender roles explored by
Virginia Woolf and their own stereotypes.
Regarding the ending of “the widow and the Parrot” (1989), most of the students
(9 of them) thought it was a good ending because it was unexpected and because it
fulfilled students’ expectations in terms of justice; after all Mrs. Gage had suffered
she was now happier. Only 3 people said that the ending was predictable and boring.
Regarding Mrs. Gage and the twists in the narration of the story 7 people perceived that
the most important twist is that she is happier now while 6 people although mentioning
the “happiness” factor believed that she became more capable and stronger. Some
students also mentioned that it was the connection between Mrs. Gage and the bird
that caused this happiness. they even refer to “their living happily ever after” which
is the typical romantic ending for children’s stories between a prince and a princess,
only that here it was between a widow and a parrot.
In the focus group students stated that Mrs. Gage appeared more powerful at the
end of the story. She had learned to face adversity. Some students did not like the fact
that the parrot died in the end. However, they were happy with the ending. Nobody
expected, for example, a romantic ending. For instance, that Mrs. Gage remarried to
avoid solitude; they seem to accept quite naturally that this woman could live on her
own bonding to a parrot rather to another human being. In fact, some students came up
with the idea that contrary to what happened in the Victorian endings where there is a

Erika De La Barra Van treek / “Are you afraid of Virginia Woolf?” perceptions and responses
of third year efl university students of gender roles in three short stories by Virginia Woolf

41

male character who saves the lady in distress, the savior of Mrs. Gage was the parrot
which distorts the conventional happy ending. the new role model of an independent
and wealthy widow at the end of the story was appealing. Students also observed in
the focus group that the choice of the heroine as lame, short sighted, poor and old
was the antithesis of the Victorian angel in the house, and that an ending where this
antithesis is happy and well provided was interesting for them.
In the case of “the Legacy” (1989) most of the students were very surprised with
the ending and for some of them it was too tragic. However, for most of the students
the ending was good and well-constructed. It is interesting to observe that nobody
would have expected Angela to marry BM at the end. that would have been too
happy according to the observations of my students and it would have reinforced the
traditional gender role where females need to be saved by males. Besides, in the focus
group some students pointed out that both Gilbert and B.M are different just in terms
of social class, they both need to get control of Angela and impose on her, so an ending
where she stays with either of them at the end, would have implied a self-defeating
ending for her. Some students thought that the name of main character, Angela, was
meaningful because it refers to the angel in the house that was later killed.
Regarding “the Mark on the wall” (1989), students were struck by the narrative,
which had so many traits of stream of consciousness. their sense of extreme thought
and the main character’s mind that roams from topic to topic figuring out the meaning
of life and the futility of it made students wonder about this character and the gender
role that Virginia Woolf was trying to explore here, and although the stream of
consciousness technique was difficult to understand, they were able to relate to the
character and understand that she has a trait that refers to the intellectual woman.
In the focus group, some students talked about the difficulty of the text and the lack
of narrative unity in contrast to the two previous stories, and although it did not fill
their expectations as readers, the use of this story provided the opportunity for a lot
of discussion about gender roles and stereotypes that are present in the story.

ConCLuSion / DiSCuSSion
the present study sought to explore the perceptions and reactions of third year EFL
students of Virginia Woolf’s female and male gender roles and the way students
perceive these in three short stories. the analysis revealed the cultural perspectives of
Chilean students who mostly value women’s independence from patriarchal society.
From this perspective the main character in “the Widow and the Parrot” (1989),
Mrs. Gage is viewed as an old woman who goes through an ordeal to become happier
at the end of the story. the themes of the story that resonated with students were the
fact that she is short sighted and limps. Her poverty was also of utmost importance
in the sense that students felt sorry for her deprivation, both material and affective.
The co-constructed narratives appeared as to be filled with experiences from their
own grandmothers who have had to learn the ways of a society that most of the times
does not include them. they valued the fact that Virginia Woolf had chosen an older
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woman to be the heroine of the story, as this is not particularly heroic nowadays.
Despite the fact that students seem to have admired these traits in Mrs. Gage, there
was some rejection in the fact that she was also interested in money. this identity of
Mrs. Gage as materialistic and a little ambitious reveals the patriarchal trait in our
society that denies women that right. Students’ expectations were not met in this item
because they would have preferred her to stay home in a rather passive way rather
than taking action, becoming a protagonist and fetching the money her brother had
left her. However, it was not just the fact that she threw herself into the adventure
of fetching the money but the lack of sorrow for her brother’s death. Some students
punished Mrs. Gage for this lack of feeling and expected a sadder sister even if the
brother had been a miser all his life. This is confirmed by the fact that students perceived
the selfishness of Joseph only but were unable to perceive the indifference of other
men in the story, such as the solicitors. this appreciation reveals the cultural trait of
propriety for women which was another stereotypical Victorian gender role which
seems to be present in the minds of some of the readers in my class.
Another important finding is connected to the second story “The Legacy” (1989)
which was the one that students liked the most. During the meaning construction
process, two stages happened. First, Angela was perceived as the ideal wife and
Gilbert as the perfect husband. this experience stemmed from patriarchal cultural
codes as well, where a husband and wife live happily ever after as long as she remains
silent and submissive. However, in the second stage the meaning constructions were
focused on the independence gained by Angela, which at first seemed a good trait in
the character. It seems fair for students that Angela detached from her husband, as
he was always worried about his job as a politician. However again, this was mostly
accepted from a patriarchal perspective, women need their husbands and if they don’t
have one they grow detached. Nevertheless, very few accepted the fact that Angela
had started a parallel relationship. the character’s actions and events in the story
appeared chaotic and hopeless. Angela’s unfaithfulness practically destroyed her
in the eyes of the students. She had deceived, and she had cheated on her husband!
Cultural positions manifested by the participants reflected the importance of Chilean
conservative values in terms of family honour and decency.
Regarding “the Mark on the Wall” (1989), students made clear their cultural
positions by wondering at the excess of thought in the character and for being
unfocused. Some of the students realized this is a gender role that is usually associated
with male characters and took interests in the developing of the story, but some others
appeared to dislike this female character who contemplates, meditates on abstract
topics and has certain knowledge of philosophy. this shows that in terms of gender
roles, Chilean stereotypes still attribute these intellectual academic actions to males.
the results also illustrate that literary pieces in non-abridged English provide L2
students with opportunities to negotiate meaning, re construct characters and events
from their own cultural experience. It was also interesting to observe that although
similar appreciations were written individually by students, the collective opinions that
appeared in the focus groups influenced most of the class into a common perspective of
the stories. this also makes me think that although the reader response theory was not
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intended for EFL research, its use in the EFL classroom enriches it, as bringing forth the
aesthetic object is also possible with students who are non-natives of English. Students
who have developed appropriate reading skills can become very competent readers
and even though they have obstacles with vocabulary they are able to reconstruct the
story and fill in the indeterminacies that plots, characters and settings have.
These findings also suggest pedagogical implications for what it implies developing
reading, writing and speaking skills in EFL students who are training to take the
Cambridge CAE exam. Reading is a complex ability that demands the interplay of
certain skills that have to do with making inferences, constructing and negotiating
meaning. the fact that students had to face challenging texts in non-abridged English
put into play all their lexical baggage both passive and active apart from the skills of
deciphering, making hypothesis, and getting involved as an active reader in the text.
Apart from the reading process itself, students were asked to write in English and to
speak, so there were two other skills that were reinforced.
the production skills considered all the creativity used in the reading process. to
write their own pieces, students had to be able to portray their own feelings, emotions,
and analysis of Virginia Woolf’s stories, and they were able to do this in a creative
and analytical way. After that, they were also able to discuss the stories orally and
provide their own point of view. From this perspective, students benefited a lot from the
experience in a context where they are preparing for the Cambridge CAE certificate.
One limitation of the research methods was the small size of the sample. Only 15
EFL students were part of this study. If more students had participated there would
have been a higher variety of responses and answers that would have enriched the
analysis. So, a recommendation for further research is precisely that of increasing the
sample. this could be done by incorporating two or three classes to the study to see
the variations in the perceptions and responses.
to conclude, the use of these three short stories by Virginia Woolf in the EFL
class helped students explore their own cultural prejudices regarding gender roles
in Chile as well as enrich their perspectives from the proposals of a British writer.
Apart from this, the effort of deciphering and inferring as part of the reading process
reinforced their competencies as readers, writers and oral users of English. What’s
more, this learning was meaningful, as it considered their own knowledge and their
own preconceptions that were put into play.
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appenDix 1: queSTionnaire For inDiViDuaL WriTinG
1. What do you think of the character of Mrs. Gage? How is she described by the
narrator? Does she fit into the traditional image of woman who is young and
beautiful?
2. Why do you think that Mrs. Gage goes through the adventure of the river’ How
are men, especially Mrs. Gage’s brother portrayed in the story?
3. What do you think of the ending of the story? Did you expect such an ending?
How was Mrs. Gage changed throughout the story? Does she appear more
powerful than at the beginning?
4. there are three characters mentioned in this part: Angela, Sissy and Gilbert.
What kind of women are Angela and Sissy? What can you say about Gilbert?
What kind of man is he?
5. Angela has defined herself as a writer. What kind of relationship did Angela
and Gilbert have? Do you notice any changes in Angela that let her grow up
as a character?
6. The main character and narrator is remembering when she had just finished her
tea in the middle of January when she saw the mark on the wall. What kind of
person is this character? What does she reflect on? What are her concerns?

appenDix 2: queSTionnaire For The FoCuS Group
1. What kind of woman is Woolf trying to portray?
2. What are the women’s relationship with the men like?
3. Do you think your expectations were fulfilled?
4. Do you see women in Chile as they appear in the story?
5. Why do you think Woolf chose an old woman as a hero?

