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Abstract 

This cross-disciplinary essay explores the use of John Green’s The Fault in Our Stars (2012) 

and its pedagogical implications for learners in middle school. It demonstrates that the novel 

expresses preparatory grief by implementing internal focalisation through the main character 

Hazel Grace. The essay also argues that the pedagogical implications related to the novel can 

yield fruitful results in the EFL classroom. The analysis is conducted by, firstly, exploring the 

novel’s depiction of preparatory grief and, secondly, examining the pedagogical implications 

from a trauma-informed teaching perspective. The main findings are that preparatory grief is 

present throughout the novel and that a trauma-informed teaching approach is apt for the 

inclusion of the novel in the EFL classroom, which ultimately can improve learners’ awareness 

of a young adult’s perspective on the process of dying.  
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1 Introduction 

The depiction of cancer is both intimidating and highly relatable due to the prevalence 

of the illness, and so is the process of dying, despite the fact that death is a natural part of life. 

It is a process many people witness firsthand at some point over the course of a lifetime, myself 

included. Nevertheless, in “Good Grief: Bereavement Literature for Young Adults and A 

Monster Calls,” Giskin Day states that there is an inadequacy in the amount of books for young 

adults that depict illness and the process of dying (115). The Fault in Our Stars (2012), 

however, is a novel written by John Green and tells a story about exactly that.  

In relation to the process of dying it is common to refer to five stages: denial, anger, 

bargaining, depression, and acceptance. According to Elisabeth Kübler-Ross in her book Living 

with Death and Dying, the patient may acquiesce to his or her impending death more peacefully 

in the final stage (47). In relation to the fourth stage, Kübler-Ross writes about preparatory 

depression, or preparatory grief, during which the patient must confront the grief of his or her 

own impending death and its implications (Living with 43). While facing preparatory grief the 

patient not only needs to come to terms with his or her own death; that person must also accept 

the fact of losing everything regarded as valuable (Kübler-Ross, Living with 43).  

According to the Swedish Curriculum for the compulsory school and the subject of 

English at middle school, it is stated that a purpose for the learners is to improve their 

understanding and capability of relating different content to various “living conditions” (Natl. 

Ag. f. Ed. 34). The content of English as a course should cover “views, experiences, emotions 

. . . living conditions . . . social relations” as well as include various kinds of literature and the 

development of the skills to communicate and discuss existential matters such as these (Natl. 

Ag. f. Ed. 36-37). When considering the possibilities literature offers it is easy to conceive how 

The Fault in Our Stars can be conducive to an English as a Foreign Language (EFL) classroom 

as well as the subject of this cross-disciplinary essay.  
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According to Judith A. Langer in her book Envisioning Literature: Literary 

Understanding and Literature Instruction, the usage of literature enables the examination of 

views, experiences and emotions in the learning process (5-6). Kübler-Ross states that talking 

about death is as natural as talking about “the birth process itself” (Living with ix). The 

incorporation of literature accommodates for the learners to improve their understanding of the 

language itself as well as of the world, Janice Bland writes in her book Using Literature in 

English Language Education: Challenging Reading for 8-18 Year Olds (6). Bo Lundahl argues 

for creating a meaningful approach to reading in his book Engelsk Språkdidaktik: Texter, 

kommunikation, språkutveckling (427-28), and the novel in this essay can provide an 

opportunity to facilitate a meaningful approach to integrating the process of dying in the EFL 

classroom. While doing so, it is imperative to ensure that the circumstances under which a 

narrative of trauma such as The Fault in Our Stars are appropriate. Since this is the purpose of 

trauma-informed teaching, according to Julie C. Avery and colleagues in their article 

“Systematic Review of School-Wide Trauma-Informed Approaches” (382), the employment of 

such an approach can thus be deemed suitable in order to include a narrative of trauma in the 

EFL classroom.  

In his novel, Green tells the story from the perspective of a sixteen-year-old girl 

diagnosed with thyroid cancer. The author shares the thoughts and point of view of his main 

character, Hazel Grace. Something that Hazel repeatedly expresses is the poignant thought of 

what will happen to her parents once she is dead. At some point she describes herself as a 

“grenade” that will explode, and while alive she tries to “minimize the casualties” (Green 99). 

Consequently, the thoughts and story around this first-person narrator offer the possibility of 

conducting a literary analysis in regard to preparatory grief. Moreover, and from a pedagogical 

standpoint, these components form an opportunity to discuss the topic of a young person’s 

process of dying as well as the implications of who is telling the story in an EFL classroom.  
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Firstly, this essay argues that the novel The Fault in Our Stars expresses the stage of 

depression called preparatory grief by implementing internal focalisation through the main 

character, Hazel. Secondly, the essay argues that the focus on preparatory grief combined with 

trauma-informed teaching could be fruitful in relation to the EFL classroom as it may contribute 

to learners’ awareness of a young person’s perspective on the process of dying.   

2 Literary Pedagogy and Theory of Dying 

The theoretical framework will start by introducing and discussing the narrative 

perspective in connection to The Fault in Our Stars. This part of the text will describe relevant 

terms in relation to narratology and this essay, and it will explain how the theory of dying can 

be applied to a fictional character and its narrative perspective.  

Subsequently, the theory of dying will be explored. Firstly, an overview of the theory 

of dying will be described, in which Kübler Ross’ five stages are covered. Secondly, the stage 

of preparatory grief is further examined. The third part of the theory of dying discusses the 

sibling perspective in relation to the stage of depression and grief.   

Lastly, the theoretical framework discusses a variety of aspects that are relevant to 

literary theory and the incorporation of a narrative of trauma in the EFL classroom. This section 

will present advantages with using literature in the English learning classroom and connections 

to the EFL-Syllabus. Some common difficulties related to the incorporation of literature in the 

EFL-classroom and suggestions on how to approach them will be discussed, as well as 

perspectives on trauma and how to engage with literary texts in the EFL classroom. This section 

will also examine how to incorporate a narrative of trauma with a trauma-informed teaching 

approach.  

2.1 Narratology and Its Connection to the Theory of Dying 
In order to engage with a literary text it is important to consider the narrative 

perspective. In his work Narrative Discourse: An Essay in Method, Gérard Genette discusses 
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the terms voice and focalisation (or point of view). It is common for these terms to be confused 

with each other (186). However, he distinguishes them by formulating two questions: “who is 

the character whose point of view orients the narrative perspective?” and “who sees? . . . who 

speaks?” (186). The former question articulates focalisation and the latter the voice of the story. 

In other words, voice involves information about who the storyteller is, the most common of 

which is a first-person or third-person narrator, as Lena Wimmer and colleagues write in their 

text “Reading Fictional Narratives to Improve Social and Moral Cognition: The Influence of 

Narrative Perspective, Transportation, and Identification” (2). Focalisation involves the 

narrator’s perspective and defines the boundaries of information regarding that specific 

narrator, according to Genette (162, 189). More precisely, if a story is told by a first-person 

narrator the reader has access to what that narrator knows, which includes mental and emotional 

processes (Wimmer et al. 2). Furthermore, in regard to a third-person narrator there are two 

dimensions of focalisation, namely internal and external (Wimmer et al. 2). In the former, the 

narrator has access to what a specific character thinks or feels (Genette 189; Wimmer et al. 2). 

In the latter, however, thoughts and feelings are unavailable to the narrator (Genette 190; 

Wimmer et al. 2). It is important to point out, though, that a first-person narrator can also utilise 

internal focalisation (Wimmer et al. 4), and this is the perspective used in The Fault in Our 

Stars. When using this novel in the EFL classroom, awareness of the perspective of the internal 

focalisation of a first-person narrator is especially relevant since it articulates the stage of 

preparatory grief in a dying first-person narrator, a stage which is usually conducted in silence, 

as noted below.  

Day explores Kübler-Ross’ five stages and the process of bereavement and anticipatory 

grief in relation to literature for young adults (115-119). She encourages content that involves 

the process of bereavement and grief as it alleviates discussion of the otherwise intimidating 

topic of grief and death (115). Day states that the likelihood that young readers will have lost a 
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parent is small, however, the probability that they will have feared it is far greater (116). In 

accordance with that logic it can also be assumed that a young reader will have feared losing a 

sibling or a friend. Day also writes that Kübler-Ross’ stages, although originally based on 

interviews conducted on terminally ill patients, “have perhaps become inextricably bound up 

with Western notions of grief” (117), which is why the stages are present in literature and 

fictional characters. Furthermore, this connection between literary theory and the theory of 

dying enables an understanding of how preparatory grief can be present in the narrative 

perspective of Hazel.  

 

2.2 Theory of Dying: An Overview 
In her seminal work On Death and Dying (2009), which was first published in 1969, 

Kübler-Ross describes five stages a terminally ill person goes through in the process of dying. 

These stages are denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance. These stages function 

as “coping mechanisms at the time of a terminal illness” (Kübler-Ross, On Dying 30). The first 

stage, denial, occurs as a person’s initial reaction to the notion of his or her terminal illness, in 

which they cannot accept the reality of the situation (Kübler-Ross, On Dying 31). When the 

denial has been overcome and the person has become aware of his or her illness, the question 

of “Why me?” results in expressions quintessential of the second stage – anger (Kübler-Ross, 

On Dying 40). The third stage implies an effort to bargain with fate as an endeavour to postpone 

one’s own demise (Kübler-Ross, On Dying 66-67). The stage that this essay focuses on, the 

stage of depression, can be described as a phase in the process of dying in which the thoughts 

and feelings of the previous stages are supplanted by past and future losses (Kübler-Ross, On 

Dying 69-70). The fifth and final stage of acceptance is reached when the dying person has 

come to terms with his or her own fate and is neither angry nor depressed about it (Kübler-

Ross, On Dying 91-92). Kübler-Ross writes that “[t]he stage of acceptance simply means that 

people have faced that they are finite” (Living with 48). Articulation and the ability to express 
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unresolved issues are important to the process, in order to work through the stage of depression 

and reach the stage of acceptance (Kübler-Ross, On Dying 71; Kübler Ross, Living with 44).  

Notwithstanding the specific order these stages are mentioned in On Death and Dying, 

Charles A. Corr clarifies in his text “Elisabeth Kübler-Ross and the ‘Five Stages’ Model in a 

Sampling of Recent American Textbooks,” that the stages can occur in various orders (296). 

Stages may even coexist and sometimes they overlap (Corr 296). Finally, while each one of 

these stages is important for the process of dying, the focus of this essay is the stage of 

depression, and is consequently what the next section will delve into.  

 

2.3 Theory of Dying: Depression 
Kübler-Ross differentiates between two types of depression, namely reactive depression 

and preparatory depression (or grief) (On Dying 70; Living with 43). During the reactive 

depression the dying person bemoans previous losses, whereas during the preparatory 

depression the focus of the person’s grief is on impending losses (Kübler-Ross, On Dying 70; 

Kübler-Ross, Living with 43). In regard to preparatory grief Kübler-Ross writes that the patients 

“are beginning to mourn their own death, beginning to be aware of the fact they are losing not 

one beloved person but all the people and all the things that have meaning to their life” (Living 

with 43). This part of the process is normally conducted in silence (Kübler-Ross, On Dying 71; 

Kübler-Ross, Living with 43). 

Kyriaki Mystakidou and others support this view of preparatory grief in their article 

“Life Before Death: Identifying Preparatory Grief Through the Development of a New 

Measurement in Advanced Cancer Patients (PGAC).” They also explain that preparatory grief 

encompasses the losses that could transpire as a result of the death, such as what might happen 

to the life of a loved one (835). Kübler-Ross makes a point that is highly relevant in this context 

and in the context of Green’s novel: that the guilt the dying person can experience over what a 

loved one might endure after his or her death occurs can become an obstacle to reaching the 
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stage of acceptance (Living with 44). Other losses that a dying person may mourn due to 

impending death include loss of “privacy, independence, dreams, dignity, money, control, 

friendship or family role, autonomy and life itself” (Mystakidou et al. 835). In contrast to 

Kübler-Ross, Mystakidou and colleagues make a distinction between depression and 

preparatory grief (835). Sensations of “guilt, worthlessness, suicidal ideation and hopelessness 

and helplessness” are what mainly characterise preparatory grief, according to Mystakidou and 

colleagues (835).  

While the above part of the theoretical framework that relates to the process of dying 

has focused mainly on the stage of depression and grief from the perspective of the dying 

person, the next section will examine the same process from a sibling’s point of view.   

2.4 Theory of Dying: A Sibling Perspective 
There is a myriad of reactions to the dying of an immediate family member, and this 

section will focus on the reactions of a sibling. In her text “Assessing Children’s and Teenagers’ 

Bereavement When a Sibling Dies from Cancer: A Secondary Analysis,” Linda K. Birenbaum 

recognises that the process of bereavement in relation to the loss of a loved one is only natural, 

and continues to discuss various psychosocial reactions a sibling can experience (382). For 

example, she mentions emotions such as “sadness, anger” and continues to list “guilt . . . fear . 

. . hopelessness, rejection and self-doubt, inferiority, anxiety, isolation and deprivation” and 

“worry” (383). The bereavement can also have a direct effect on a sibling’s thought processes. 

Examples of these are: “confusion . . . frequent thoughts about death” and “trouble 

concentrating” (Birenbaum 384). These phenomena become obstacles for the sibling to 

continue his or her life (Birenbaum 384). Birenbaum also identifies positive reactions in relation 

to the sibling. It is possible to note, for instance, “increased empathy or self-esteem” in the 

sibling, or that the sibling is more inclined to help out in the household or with tending to the 
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dying child (Birenbaum 385). To summarise, siblings’ reactions to a dying family member vary 

greatly, and these reactions range from destructive to constructive ones.  

The theoretical framework has, so far, focused on the process of dying, preparatory grief 

and the sibling perspective. The next section will explore relevant pedagogical elements related 

to the incorporation of Green’s novel in the EFL classroom.  

2.5 Literary Theory and Trauma-Informed Teaching in the EFL Classroom 
The usage of literature in the English learning classroom is strongly advocated by 

authors such as Langer, Louise M. Rosenblatt in her article “The Literary Transaction: 

Evocation and Response,” Gillian Lazar in her book Literature and Language Teaching: A 

Guide for Teachers and Trainers, Lundahl, and Bland. Lazar encourages the incorporation of 

literature in the classroom due to the authenticity of the material, and also because it can be 

motivational and promote discussions about opinions, experiences and feelings (14-15). The 

aspect of opinions, experiences and feelings is included in the Syllabus and further discussed 

below. Furthermore, readers can redefine themselves and develop as persons through the 

experiences, thoughts and beliefs that are readily available in literary stories (Langer 5; Lundahl 

424-26). When sharing responses to what has been read students can become more self-aware 

and self-critical by recognising the variety in interpretations and responses (Rosenblatt 276). In 

connection with The Fault in Our Stars, Bland discusses, among other things, the depiction of 

love in the midst of illness and death (165-67). She writes that the novel does not conceal “the 

ugly side of death such as depression and humiliation” (166). Furthermore, Bland argues that 

“compelling and challenging reading” ultimately enables the possibility for “students to 

improve their language and cognitive development” and that “reading can contribute to a 

dynamic and multifaceted repertoire of knowledge both of the word and the world” (6). In 

conclusion, by engaging with literary texts readers could encounter aspects of life that broaden 

and enrich academic, social, intellectual, and personal perspectives, and by extension improving 
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their general understanding of as well as reasoning about complex, existential matters (Langer 

6-9; Lundahl 424-26; Rosenblatt 275; Bland 2-4).  

In addition to the various advantages of literature in the classroom, the usage of 

literature is supported in the Syllabus for English as a Foreign Language (EFL) in the Swedish 

classroom. There are several parts of the Syllabus for middle school that can be related to 

literature, and this essay focuses on the parts of the Syllabus that relate to learners in years 7-9. 

First of all, literature and various kinds of fiction is one of the main elements of the core content 

in the Syllabus for English (Natl. Ag. f. Ed. 37). Secondly, the Syllabus also mentions “views, 

experiences, emotions” as well as “living conditions” and “social relations” as part of its core 

content and which, as noted above, are all available in literary stories (Natl. Ag. f. Ed. 36). 

Furthermore, English as a subject should comprise teaching that enables the development of a 

comprehensive communicative ability, including the skills related to “reception” and 

“production and interaction,” namely reading, listening, speaking and writing (Natl. Ag. f. Ed.  

34, 37). This means that the subject of English should equip the learners with tools to 

understand, comprehend, relate and discuss such existential matters as mentioned above (Natl. 

Ag. f. Ed. 34).  

Naturally, the inclusion of literature in the EFL classroom is not accomplished without 

challenges. Within one and the same class a teacher may encounter various cases and ranges of 

difficulty in relation to learners’ engagement with text. It is imperative, therefore, to be prepared 

for these difficulties so that they may be overcome. In her discussion of various challenges 

related to texts, Bland notes that teachers choose texts that appeal to the teachers and that the 

teachers are familiar with, as means to make the texts “more appealing or more accessible” to 

the learners (250). In this context, Bland mentions the usage of film as an approach to render 

challenges with the text less arduous: “[t]he use of film, for these teachers, is not only as a 

potential tool for scaffolding understanding . . . but also a tool in organizing the reading, or 
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‘getting through’ the text itself” (253). Lazar recognises the advantages of using literature in 

the classroom, as previously mentioned, but she also acknowledges the difficulties of 

understanding the plot and vocabulary (75). To approach these difficulties Lazar suggests, for 

instance, that the learners can write summaries or glossaries in order to alleviate the difficulty 

of understanding the plot or the vocabulary (85). The teacher can also provide the learners with 

a glossary, so that they can read the definitions as they proceed their reading (Lazar 85). 

Similarly, the teacher can instruct the learners to read with the ambition to understand the basics 

of the plot instead of every word, and perhaps ask the students to underline only the most 

important words (Lazar 91). With these suggestions to ameliorate textual challenges in mind, 

the next step is to further deepen the learners’ comprehension of the text.   

 The focus of literary reading should be on creating meaning through facilitating an 

understanding between the text and the reader, according to Lundahl (427-28). Hence, a useful 

resource in the EFL classroom is the employment of reader-response methods (Lundahl 427-

28). Rosenblatt refers to the relationship between the text and the reader as a transaction, and 

within the reader-response model she distinguishes between two approaches: the efferent stance 

and the aesthetic stance (268-69). The former focuses on information, specifically information 

that the reader sought already prior to the reading and was ultimately meant to extract from the 

particular text. The latter stance, however, focuses attention on what “feelings, ideas and 

attitudes” are provoked by the reading of the text (Rosenblatt 268-69). In their article “Engaging 

Disturbing Books,” Gay Ivey and Peter Johnston discuss Rosenblatt’s model of transaction and 

how students truly engage in reading by relating to the narrative and the characters (144). 

Similarly, Langer describes the impact of the text which causes the reader to ponder thoughts, 

feelings and beliefs related to the specific content and understanding of the text in the third 

stance of the concept she refers to as envisionment (19). This contemplation can lead to 

alterations in the thoughts, feelings, and beliefs, that the reader had prior to the reading, to ensue 
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(Langer 19). To conclude, the transaction can result in “the educational, informative, social, 

and moral values for which literature is often praised” (Rosenblatt 275). Hence, the reader-

response model is a useful resource in the EFL classroom as it can direct learners’ attention to 

thought-provoking activities.  

When considering what can be provoked in the transaction and the impact of narrative 

and envisionment, it is imperative to consider how the novel can be implemented in the 

classroom. With this in mind, the next paragraphs will deal with narratives of trauma and 

trauma-informed teaching. 

The inclusion of literature that involves a narrative that to some extent revolves around 

trauma, such as illness and death, can be conducive to the classroom, provided that the 

circumstances are appropriate (Bland 162). In his book Death Education in the Writing 

Classroom, Jeffrey Berman advocates raising the subject of death in the college classroom, 

since talking and writing about death can have a transformative effect (15). He writes that “[a] 

course devoted to love and loss heightens one’s awareness of life and death, reminding us to 

appreciate those who are still with us” (43). The novel The Fault in Our Stars can be categorised 

as a narrative of trauma since it depicts terminal illness, the death of a loved one and the process 

of dying. This corresponds with an “adverse childhood experience” according to Kristin Souers 

and Peter Hall in their book Fostering Resilient Learners: Strategies for Creating a Trauma-

Sensitive Classroom (17). To define trauma, Cathy Caruth writes that trauma is “a wound 

inflicted not upon the body but on the mind” in her book Unclaimed Experience: Trauma, 

Narrative, and History (3). Caruth also describes what she refers to as history of texts: “the 

oscillation between a crisis of death and the correlative crisis of life: between the story of the 

unbearable nature of an event and the story of the unbearable nature of its survival” (7).  

The story in The Fault in Our Stars is emblematic of Caruth’s idea, and teachers are 

often reluctant to incorporate trauma-related material, according to Rachel Spear in her text 
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“‘Let Me Tell You a Story’: On Teaching Trauma Narratives, Writing, and Healing” (53, 70). 

This is due to the discomfort and fear of the unknown, especially the uncertainty of the learners’ 

responses and how to respond to them (Spear 53, 70). When engaged with narratives of trauma 

it is possible for the learners to experience “the concept of secondary traumatization,” which 

can “yield trauma-related symptoms,” according to Janice Carello and Lisa D. Butler in their 

article “Potentially Perilous Pedagogies: Teaching Trauma Is Not the Same as Trauma-

Informed Teaching” (156). On the other hand, the advantage of reading about narratives of 

trauma is that it can be experienced and explored from a safe distance, as Kim Jungjin and 

others write in their article “Teaching Trauma and Narrative: Using Salinger’s For Esmé—with 

Love and Squalor” (739). Be that as it may, it is important to be aware that narratives of trauma 

may provoke a variety of thoughts and emotions in the learners, and teachers need to be 

prepared for that, as Amber Moore and Deborah Begoray note in their article “‘The Last Block 

of Ice’: Trauma Literature in the High School Classroom” (174).  

The purpose of trauma-informed teaching is to establish a learning environment that 

fosters academic as well as social development, as Avery and colleagues state (382). For this 

purpose, there are precautions a teacher can take to ameliorate the impact of narratives of trauma 

and create an environment that “fosters learning, self-actualization, and social consciousness” 

(Spear 68). Carello and Butler suggest a number of criteria for a trauma-informed teaching 

approach (163-64). They state that learning is the primary aim, and for learning to take place 

ensuring emotional security for the learners is a necessity. Therefore, it is important to be 

informed about trauma and well aware of possible reactions (Carello and Butler 163-64). In 

accordance with making learning the primary aim, Berman focuses specifically on the students’ 

language skills rather than the traumatic event throughout his writing course (47-48). Creating 

a safe classroom environment is vital, and the teacher’s responsibility (Souers and Hall 41). 

Empathy and compassion are of paramount importance in order to create a safe learning 
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environment for the learners’ experiences of and responses to trauma-related teaching, 

according to Spear, Carello and Butler, and Tom Brunzell and others in their text “Trauma-

Informed Flexible Learning: Classrooms that Strengthen Regulatory Abilities” (73; 164; 221). 

It is equally important that this safe classroom milieu applies both to the relationship between 

teacher and learners and among learners themselves, respectively, in order for the education to 

be fruitful (Spear 73; Brunzell et al. 221; Moore and Begoray 174). Such a classroom 

environment allows for development of compassion and empathy among the learners (Spear 

73). In addition to this, although it is advantageous for teachers to be informed of and prepared 

for a variety of possible outcomes as a consequence of involving narratives of trauma, teachers 

can inform learners about available counselling services, so that learners avoid mistaking their 

teachers for therapists (Carello and Butler 161, 163). To conclude, if circumstances and 

conditions are conducive for learning, a narrative of trauma combined with a trauma-informed 

teaching approach can encourage “relationships that enable students to grow, thrive, and learn 

at high levels” (Souers and Hall 2).   

3 A Close Reading of The Fault in Our Stars, and Its 

Pedagogical Implications for the EFL-Classroom 

The following part of this essay will illustrate how preparatory grief is expressed in The 

Fault in Our Stars by implementing internal focalisation through the novel’s main character, 

Hazel. Following this literary analysis is a section in which the novel and the theme of 

preparatory grief will be discussed in relation to the pedagogical implications for the EFL 

classroom.  

3.1 Preparatory Grief in The Fault in Our Stars 
The author, Green, employs internal focalisation throughout the novel whereby the 

reader is allowed access to the main character Hazel’s thoughts and experiences. By using this 

narrative perspective the author allows the reader to follow the depiction of the character’s 
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story, which can be described as a combination of romance and the ordeal of living with cancer. 

To illustrate this, the very beginning of the novel informs the reader that Hazel has spent a great 

deal of time thinking about death, and continues to describe Hazel’s view of cancer and dying: 

“[w]henever you read a cancer booklet or website or whatever, they always list depression 

among the side effects of cancer. But, in fact, depression is not a side effect of cancer. 

Depression is a side effect of dying. (Cancer is also a side effect of dying. Almost everything 

is, really.)” (Green 3). It is thereupon established from the first page of the novel, that the 

narrator suffers from clinical depression. After this, Hazel continues to explain how she ended 

up in a support group for cancer-afflicted children, which is where she meets the object of her 

romance, Augustus Waters (Green 3-9). Apart from functioning as a mere observation in regard 

to depression, cancer, and dying, the quote above also sets the tone for the main character of 

the novel. Additionally, it reveals the narrator and point of view of the story, which relates to 

the terms introduced in the theoretical framework: voice and focalisation (Genette 162, 186, 

189; Wimmer et al. 2).  

As Hazel gives her account of a typical support group meeting she simultaneously 

expresses a general disinterest in attending them. This disinterest notwithstanding, Hazel 

motivates the reason why she agrees to attending the support group, and the reason why she 

agreed to start medicating: “I wanted to make my parents happy. There is only one thing in this 

world shittier than biting it from cancer when you’re sixteen, and that’s having a kid who bites 

it from cancer” (Green 8). This extract expresses an awareness of the vulnerability of Hazel’s 

own situation, on the first hand, and, on the other hand, an awareness of the vulnerability of her 

parents’ anguish. The distance and consciousness with which the above quote is expressed can 

be used as an example to illustrate that Hazel has moved on from the first three stages of Kübler-

Ross’ process of dying: denial, anger and bargaining (On Dying 31, 40, 66-67). It also signifies 

that the main character has, in fact, thought a great deal about death, as noted above. 
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Furthermore, Hazel expresses a reluctance to do something that, regardless, she agrees upon 

doing. This can be related to guilt, as mentioned by Kübler-Ross and Mystakidou and others in 

the theoretical framework (Living with 44; 835). Hazel is aware of her disease and its 

implications, and therefore feels guilty over the notion of her being the reason for her parents’ 

suffering.  

During one of the support group meetings the participants are asked to state their fears, 

to which Augustus replies that he fears oblivion (Green 12). Hazel explains to the reader that 

she is not the “hand-raising type,” yet she makes an exception and shares the following reply:  

“There will come a time,” I said, “when all of us are dead. All of us. There will come a 

time when there are no human beings remaining to remember that anyone ever existed 

or that our species ever did anything. There will be no one left to remember Aristotle or 

Cleopatra, let alone you. Everything that we did and built and wrote and thought and 

discovered will be forgotten and all of this” – I gestured encompassingly – “will have 

been for naught. Maybe that time is coming soon and maybe it is millions of years away, 

but even if we survive the collapse of our sun, we will not survive forever. There was 

time before organisms experienced consciousness, and there will be time after. And if 

the inevitability of human oblivion worries you, I encourage you to ignore it. God knows 

that’s what everyone else does.” (Green 12-13) 

In this ambiguous response it is possible to find both hopefulness and hopelessness. The 

response is intended as being motivational or, at least, resulting in some sort of relief for 

Augustus. Hazel reasons that it is unnecessary to fear oblivion since people live and people die; 

both parts are simply natural elements of life, which also corresponds with Kübler-Ross’ view 

(Living with ix). The parts about everything being forgotten and “for naught” (Green 13), on 

the other hand, are expressions of hopelessness and helplessness, which can be related to 

preparatory grief (Mystakidou et al. 835). Moreover, the reply can be an illustration of Kübler-
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Ross’ theory of preparatory grief in that it expresses a form of mourning of future losses (On 

Dying 70; Living with 43). Comparatively, it can also be an illustration of Hazel’s awareness of 

human life as being finite. This, instead, relates to the stage of acceptance and corresponds to 

the notion of stages coexisting and overlapping (Kübler-Ross, Living with 48; Corr 296).  

As the story progresses, so does Hazel’s development in relation to the process of dying. 

From Hazel’s focal point the reader becomes more familiar with her situation as a young adult 

suffering from a terminal illness. The reader continues to have access to her thoughts and 

feelings in regard to the experiences she shares, which can be connected to Wimmer and 

colleagues and Genette’s description of voice, internal focalisation and a first-person narrator 

(Genette 162, 186, 189; Wimmer et al. 2, 4). Hazel’s relationship to Augustus has developed 

and they have become more involved with each other. This evolves into a problem for Hazel, 

which she expresses first to her parents: “I’m like. Like. I’m like a grenade, Mom. I’m a grenade 

and at some point I’m going to blow up and I would like to minimize the casualties, okay?” 

(Green 99). Shortly thereafter Hazel writes the following in a text message to Augustus: 

“[w]hen I try to look at you like that, all I see is what I’m going to put you through. Maybe that 

doesn’t make sense to you” (Green 101). In the first quote she explains why she should not go 

on dates and the second quote explains why she cannot kiss Augustus. Both of these utterances 

constitute Hazel’s reasoning as to why she should not become further involved in the romantic 

relation with Augustus. These two utterances furthermore signify guilt, helplessness and 

hopelessness over what might happen to a loved one as a consequence of Hazel’s death, which 

agrees with Kübler-Ross and Mystakidou and others in regard to what preparatory grief 

encompasses (Living with 44; 835). Moreover, the way in which these utterances indicate a 

progression in relation to Hazel’s process of dying is due to the fact that, contrary to the second 

quote in the analysis but similarly to the third, they are articulated. As previously stated, Kübler-

Ross writes that preparatory grief is normally conducted in silence and that expression is of 
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importance in order for the dying person to reach the stage of acceptance (On Dying 71; Living 

with 43-44).  

In the following chapter Hazel informs the reader that she attended a cancer meeting 

which included doctors, social workers and physical therapists, among others, in a conference 

room (Green 114). Hazel’s cancer situation is the main focus for discussion and offers the reader 

a bit of insight into what it can be like to live with a terminal disease such as cancer. At some 

point in the discussion the question of a transplant is brought up. Hazel is informed by her 

doctor that she would not be “considered a strong candidate for a transplant, unfortunately” 

(Green 116). Hazel understands that the reason behind this is the fact that her specific case is 

regarded as hopeless (Green 116). The doctor’s reply causes Hazel’s father to cry, and Hazel 

observes: “[t]hey might be glad to have me around, but I was the alpha and the omega of my 

parents’ suffering” (Green 116). Here, again, Hazel portrays her awareness of her parents’ 

suffering and guilt over her illness and the inevitable consequence it will lead to by 

implementing internal focalisation, as in accordance with Kübler-Ross and Mystakidou and 

others (Living with 44; 835) as well as Genette and Wimmer and colleagues (189; 2). Since this 

is not something that is expressed aloud it is also in agreement with Kübler-Ross’ statement of 

preparatory grief normally being conducted in silence (On Dying 71; Living with 43).   

Towards the end of the novel Hazel reaches a culmination in her process towards the 

stage of acceptance. The following quote conveys a part of a dialogue with Hazel’s mother, in 

which Hazel expresses the essence of her worry in relation to her own impending demise: 

“NO!” I shouted. “I’m not eating dinner, and I can’t stay healthy, because I’m not healthy. I am 

dying, Mom. I am going to die and leave you here alone and you won’t have a me to hover 

around and you won’t be a mother anymore, and I’m sorry, but I can’t do anything about it, 

okay?!” (Green 296). In this instance Hazel exclaims her guilt and encapsulates her most 

fundamental fear, which also correlates with Mystakidou and others and their view of 
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preparatory grief (835): what will happen to her parents once she no longer exists. In relation 

to Kübler-Ross, this illustrates an example of how guilt can become an obstacle for the dying 

person to reach the final stage of acceptance (Living with 44). Therefore, the element of 

articulation is vital in the process of dying, as mentioned (Kübler-Ross, On Dying 71; Kübler 

Ross, Living with 44). In the quoted extract above Hazel directly expresses her concerns, which 

at least introduces the possibility to resolve Hazel’s anguish. This may result in Hazel being 

able to leave the stage of depression and reach the stage of acceptance.  

This part of the analysis shows that the novel depicts terminal illness, the process of 

death and, more specifically, preparatory grief in the novel by implementing internal 

focalisation through the main character Hazel. The next section will discuss how the novel and 

the theme of preparatory grief can be incorporated in the EFL classroom.  

3.2 Pedagogical Implications for the EFL Classroom 
There are many possible advantages with incorporating literature in the EFL classroom, 

which renders the novel The Fault in Our Stars apt for that particular purpose. Firstly, in the 

Syllabus for English as a foreign language it is stated that literature and fiction should be 

included, as well as “views, experiences, emotions . . . living conditions . . . social relations” 

(Natl. Ag. f. Ed. 36-37). The novel fulfils these criteria: it can be considered as authentic 

material, and used to promote discussions about the existential matters related to the novel, as 

motivated by Lazar (14-15). Secondly, through the possibility for the learners to relate to the 

narrative, the depiction of Hazel’s story as a young adult going through terminal illness, 

preparatory grief, the process of dying in general and her relationships to other people, the novel 

can open up for literary transaction. By reading the novel aesthetically, thus encouraging the 

widening of the readers’ horizons, a meaningful approach to the narrative and the characters 

within the novel is enabled (Rosenblatt 269; Langer 19). Additionally, when learners engage in 
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literary text by relating to the narrative and characters in the novel, it allows for a transaction 

to occur, according to Rosenblatt and Ivey and Johnston (268; 144).  

Here, the concepts of narrative perspective and voice are useful (Genette 162, 186, 189; 

Wimmer et al. 2). The story implements a first-person narrative and the focal point of the 

narrator is internal, allowing for the learners to witness and relate to the thoughts and emotions 

of the main character, Hazel, as she portrays her narrative of the process of dying (Genette 162, 

186, 189; Wimmer et al. 2). To elaborate, learners in middle school (years 7-9) are at an age 

that is in proximity to the age of the main character, especially those in their final year. 

Additionally, the novel depicts some common vicissitudes of life: terminal illness, preparatory 

grief and the process of dying; love and loss. Hence, learners can relate to Hazel and her 

narrative in the EFL classroom. Allowing the learners to relate to Hazel and the circumstances 

of her story, in other words connecting the learners to the narrative perspective, consequently 

encourages the learners to approach the novel aesthetically and ultimately enables a transaction 

to occur (Rosenblatt 268-69; Ivey and Johnston 144). For example, learners can write a letter 

to Hazel, which could lead the learners to turn inwards. Discussions can be held in which the 

learners are asked to imagine themselves in Hazel’s place, and express how they imagine Hazel 

thinks or feels as someone who is diagnosed with a terminal illness and in the process of dying. 

The discussion could then shift focus and explore the question of how the learners would feel 

if a sibling, other family member or friend was diagnosed with a terminal illness. Activities like 

these connect to Langer’s concept of envisionment, Birenbaum’s sibling perspective and 

Berman’s approach to death in the classroom, which can be transformative and generate 

compassion and empathy (19; 385; 15, 43, 47-48). These types of activities furthermore 

correspond to the content Day calls for (115). Also, questions could be raised as to who the 

narrator is and what impact that has on the learners in a class or the reader in general. As a 

result, the usage of the novel facilitates an abundance of learning opportunities for the EFL 
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classroom, which can be related to the development of a comprehensive communicative ability 

and the curricular skills speaking, writing, listening, and, of course, reading (Natl. Ag. f. Ed.  

34, 37). Thus, it can contribute to the academic, social, intellectual, and personal development 

desired in learning environments (Langer 6-9; Lundahl 424-28; Rosenblatt 275; Bland 2-4). As 

Bland expresses it: “reading can contribute to a dynamic and multifaceted repertoire of 

knowledge both of the word and the world” (6), and The Fault in Our Stars materialises the 

potential for both.  

When bearing in mind that the novel depicts a narrative of trauma, it is important to 

consider the circumstances under which the novel is used within the EFL classroom, so as to 

account for the possible impact and consequences of the transaction and the responses that 

exhibit.  

It is apparent that The Fault in Our Stars tells a narrative of trauma (see section 3.1 of 

this essay). Terminal illness, preparatory grief and the process of dying are present throughout 

the novel, which correlates with traumatic experiences, according to Souers and Hall (17). It 

also correlates with what Caruth refers to as history in that, through Hazel’s experiences of 

cancer and her relationships to her parents and Augustus, the story of Hazel embodies “the 

oscillation between a crisis of death and the correlative crisis of life” (7). Additionally, the story 

revolves around love and loss, as mentioned above, which according to Berman “heightens 

one’s awareness of life and death, reminding us to appreciate those who are still with us” (43). 

Hence, the novel can encourage learners to perceive their lives in a different light, and can thus 

be connected to the positive effects of Birenbaum’s sibling perspective as well as the core 

content of the Syllabus that relates to social relations, living conditions, views, experiences and 

emotions (385;  Natl. Ag. f. Ed. 36). As illustrated in the quotes in section 3.1 the narrative 

depicts, at least partly, a poignant story, without concealing “the ugly side of death” (Bland 

166). The topic of death may be daunting to some, but it is merely a natural part of life, as 
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Kübler-Ross states (Living with ix). It is also, as Day points out, highly relevant to young adults 

(115-116).  

When considering the usage of The Fault in Our Stars in the EFL classroom it is 

imperative to ensure that the learning environment is suitable in order for the novel to be 

fruitfully involved and engaged with the learners (Avery et al. 382; Souers and Hall 41). For 

this reason, it is appropriate to employ a trauma-informed teaching approach when using The 

Fault in Our Stars. The quote in section 3.1, for instance, in which Hazel uses a grenade as a 

metaphor to describe herself, is a strong expression of preparatory grief, or in other words, of 

guilt, hopelessness and helplessness. Hazel vividly expresses her awareness of and desperation 

at the fact that she will die as a result of cancer. Of course, Hazel would refute this, as 

demonstrated in the first quote in section 3.1, in which she claims that both depression and 

cancer are side effects of dying. Both of these quotes open up for the question whether Hazel’s 

reasoning is right or wrong, which in turn could open up for fruitful discussions of both 

perspectives in the classroom. Furthermore, with regard to the aforementioned curricular 

content and aim to understand, comprehend, relate and discuss existential matters (Natl. Ag. f. 

Ed. 34, 36-37), the teacher has the opportunity to ask the learners if, like Hazel, they would 

avoid love in order to reduce casualties had they been in the same situation, or if the learners, 

for whatever reason, ever feel as if they were a grenade. However, while the reader may be 

perceiving the narrative of trauma from a safe distance, as Jungjin and others write, it can, 

nevertheless, result in people experiencing the impact of the reading as severe or even cause 

secondary trauma, as according to Carello and Butler (739; 156).  

As far into the novel as the quote including the grenade metaphor, it is likely that the 

reader has developed some sort of connection to Hazel. By approaching the novel aesthetically 

in the EFL classroom it is also likely that a transaction has occurred. In connection with the 

transaction, it can be expected that the novel and the learning activities related to it will cause 
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the learners to exhibit sensations similar to Birenbaum’s sibling perspective, such as sadness, 

worry, hopelessness or empathy (383-85). Also, Berman’s idea of a transformative effect, and 

a heightened awareness of life and death and an appreciation for those who exist is equally 

relevant (15, 43). Here, the establishment of a safe learning environment is vital, both in the 

teacher-learner relationship and among learners themselves (Souers and Hall 41; Spear 73; 

Brunzell et al. 221; Moore and Begoray 174). It is important that thoughts, feelings and other 

reactions are approached with compassion and empathy, as advocated by Spear, Carello and 

Butler, and Brunzell and colleagues, which can yield compassion and empathy to the learners 

(73; 164; 221). Furthermore, other aspects of the novel can also be expected to provoke 

reactions. The aspect of  Hazel’s guilt, for instance, such as over being “the alpha and the omega 

of [her] parents’ suffering” (Green 116), or over the pain her death will elicit, such as the fact 

that Hazel’s mother “won’t be a mother anymore” (Green 296), can be used. In connection to 

preparatory grief and the narrator’s perspective of the process of dying, discussions and learning 

activities revolving around Hazel’s guilt can yield fruitful outcomes in the EFL classroom, 

especially when considering the third stance of envisionment, the potential for the occurrence 

of transaction, and their impact (Langer 19; Rosenblatt 268-69; Ivey and Johnston 144).  

In order to focus on learning, as Carello and Butler propose as a way to practice a 

trauma-informed teaching approach, the teacher can focus primarily on grammar and 

vocabulary when correcting writing assignments related to the characters or plot of the novel, 

instead of commenting on learners’ opinions and feelings, in accordance with Berman (163-64; 

47-48). To be well versed in the novel itself and interested in what it depicts is an important 

way to make the text appealing and accessible to the learners (Bland 250). To further ensure a 

safe learning environment, it is important that the teacher is informed about trauma and able to 

cope with reactions in regard to, for instance, cancer or terminal illness, depression, the process 

of dying and other existential matters (Carello and Butler 163-64; Moore and Begoray 174). 
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However, for teachers to refrain from being perceived as therapists, or, indeed to take on the 

role of therapist, it is crucial to refer learners to available counselling services (Carello and 

Butler 161, 163). Ensuring available counselling services can also neutralise teachers’ fear of 

the unknown or being unable to respond to learners’ reactions, which can create a reluctance to 

include trauma-related material in the first place, according to Spear (53, 70).  

To conclude, there are various circumstances to consider and precautions to take when 

including a narrative of trauma in the EFL classroom. Nevertheless, if a safe learning 

environment is established, the novel can be used in the EFL classroom in ways that nurture 

and foster academic, social, intellectual and personal development (Avery et al. 382; Spear 68; 

Souers and Hall 2). This would render the combination of the narrative of trauma and a trauma-

informed teaching approach suitable for the EFL classroom. However, challenges with the text 

itself also need to be considered, and this will be discussed in the final paragraph of this analysis. 

It cannot be presumed that all learners will understand what they are reading, and a 

teacher needs, therefore, to be prepared to support the learners’ comprehension. Lazar 

acknowledges that learners may have difficulty understanding the plot and the vocabulary (75). 

Regarding vocabulary, it is not unlikely that words such as encompassingly, inevitability, and 

encourage, or the concept of oblivion from the third quote in section 3.1 above could be difficult 

to understand for learners in middle school. Lazar identifies two possibilities to ameliorate this 

difficulty: ask the students to create a glossary or provide them with one (85). In regard to the 

difficulty of understanding the plot, Lazar suggests the use of summaries (85). The teacher 

could, for example, ask the learners to write a summary of certain pages or chapters. In 

connection with both of these approaches, the teacher can advise the learners to read with the 

ambition to comprehend the basics of the plot, and instead of understanding every word the 

learners can underline only the most important ones (Lazar 91). In relation to the words above 

it is perhaps only one that is necessary to understand in order to comprehend the basics of that 
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quote or that specific part of the book as a whole. If the learners still struggle to understand a 

literary text, Bland suggests the usage of film to facilitate comprehension (253). Fortunately, 

the novel The Fault in Our Stars was adapted into a feature film and released in 2014. To 

summarise, there is a variety of approaches teachers can use in order to scaffold learners’ 

comprehension of the novel.  

The analysis above discusses various pedagogical implications related to the novel, 

particularly focusing the concept of preparatory grief, and how to incorporate them in the EFL 

classroom. The next and final section will conclude the essay.  

4 Conclusion 

The aim of this paper has been to investigate the extent to which the main character 

Hazel expresses the stage of depression, or more specifically preparatory grief, in Green’s novel 

The Fault in Our Stars. Another ambition of the essay has been to argue how the depiction of 

preparatory grief and the novel itself can be included in the EFL classroom in Sweden by taking 

a trauma-informed teaching approach, which as a result may contribute to learners’ awareness 

of a young adult’s perspective on the process of dying.  

The analysis shows that the novel depicts terminal illness, preparatory grief, and the 

process of dying by implementing internal focalisation through the main character Hazel. It 

furthermore demonstrates how preparatory grief is expressed, primarily, through Hazel’s guilt 

over what might happen to her parents after her demise, and that the stage of acceptance concurs 

to some extent with how she expresses herself in her narrative. The analysis also shows that by 

reading the novel aesthetically, or connecting the learners to the narrative perspective, the 

occurrence of a transaction is enabled. Moreover, since the novel depicts a narrative of trauma 

the circumstances for how the novel can be incorporated in the EFL classroom must be 

considered. The analysis shows that a trauma-informed teaching approach can be appropriate 

in relation to The Fault in Our Stars in order to facilitate a safe learning environment, which is 



Fernebring 25  

 

necessary so that academic, social, intellectual and personal development can be achieved. 

Lastly, the analysis offers suggestions that can be used to approach challenges that can be 

encountered in relation to learners’ understanding of the novel.  

The novel The Fault in Our Stars tells a story from a first-person narrator about a 

sixteen-year-old girl who has been diagnosed with thyroid cancer, and who falls in love with a 

boy. The learners in middle school are of a similar age as the main character, especially the 

learners who are in their final year. This alleviates the learners’ ability to relate to the main 

character and her narrative perspective. The novel also concerns themes such as love and death, 

which are concepts middle school learners are familiar with. With a trauma-informed teaching 

approach, teachers can incorporate this novel in the EFL classroom and generate learning 

activities that contribute to the development of a comprehensive communicative ability and that 

can be related to the curricular skills reading, listening, writing and speaking as well as content 

related to the existential matters that are conveyed in the novel. It can therefore be concluded 

that the novel can be considered as suitable and relevant for learners in middle school, and aid 

their awareness of a young adult’s perspective on the process of dying.  

Further studies with regard to the novel could investigate the extent to which the process 

of dying, or a certain stage in the process of dying, is present in relation to the character 

Augustus. This could also be approached with a gender perspective, to examine whether there 

are differences in their perspectives of death. By the same token, similar investigations could 

be carried out with regard to how these characters perceive life, or their will to live. From a 

pedagogical perspective it would be interesting to explore how this novel is regarded, 

intellectually and emotionally, by learners in the EFL classroom, based on a survey after having 

incorporated this novel in an actual course. It could then be concluded to what extent the novel 

incites compassion, empathy, sadness, or something else entirely. Additionally, it could be 

concluded which of the challenges of literary text was most prominent, and which of the 
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suggestions to ameliorate these challenges was most helpful. Furthermore, motivation among 

learners in middle school could be examined in relation to encountering challenging and 

demanding text. 

Finally, the topic of cancer or terminal illness is relevant for young adults, and themes 

relating to death offer innumerable opportunities to involve matters such as love, guilt, 

relationships, and much more that is, inextricably, also related to life. The novel The Fault in 

Our Stars is proof of that.  
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