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ABSTRACT
EXCAVATING READERS: FINDING MIDDLE SCHOOL BOYS’ LITERACIES IN A
PERMEABLE LANGUAGE ARTS CLASSROOM
By

Sean Kottke

Adolescent literacy researchers frequently recommend that teachers incorporate lots of
opportunities for students to self-select personally interesting texts to read as part of the
language arts curriculum, and the literature suggests that this may be especially powerful
for improving boys’ motivation for and attitude toward reading for multiple purposes.
However, the literature does not contain a detailed analysis of the texts that adolescent
readers might choose in such a permeable curriculum, the extent to which boys’ and
girls’ reading selections might overlap or differ, or the extent to which choices made for
academic purposes resemble those that students might make for recreational (or
vernacular) purposes. During the 2004-2005 school year, texts selected by 48 sixth
graders for a variety of academic contexts in which students were encouraged to choose
personally interesting reading materials were documented and analyzed, as were the text
selections made by a subgroup of focal students for vernacular purposes. Fantasy and
realistic fiction were the most popular genres among participants' text selections, with
boys’ selections more evenly spread across a wider range of genres than were represented
among girls’ selections. Sports-themed texts from multiple genres and media as well as
supernatural mystery/thrillers had an especially greater prominence among the text
selections made by l;oys. Boys selected texts from a wider range of media than did girls,

particularly for vernacular purposes. This trend was observed at both the group and
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individual levels. While serial works were extremely popular among both boys and girls,
boys’ text selections for vernacular purposes were more heavily concentrated around
serial works than were girls’ and their text selections for academic purposes were more
skewed toward non-serial works than were girls’. Girls’ serial reading interests were
almost exclusively print-based, and were visible in the text selections they made for
academic purposes. Boys, on the other hand, were more likely to be interested in
multimedia series, that is, series that had unique manifestations in print, visual and
interactive media. While the majority of both boys’ and girls’ text selections across
contexts were works created specifically for a young adult audience, boys were more
likely to select more linguistically difficult texts to read for vernacular purposes than for
academic texts, while the opposite trend was observed to a lesser degree among girls’
selections. While the distribution of genres within the text selections made by girls for
vernacular purposes was echoed in the distribution of genres within their academic text
selections, the distribution of genres within boys’ academic text selections was more
reflective of boys’ vernacular print-literacy practices than the overall portrait of their
vernacular literacy practices. Boys expressed a number of strong genre preferences, and
the database of text selections reveals that these boys engaged frequently with these
genres not only in their vernacular literacy lives, but also within the more permeable
contexts of their Language Arts curriculum. However, as permeable as the teacher made
his classroom to the texts of students’ vernacular literacy practices, a focus on print
literacy practices over the course of the school year limited the extent to which the full
range of boys’ vernacular literacy practices could become visible within academic

literacy contexts.
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

“R.AT.06.01: Students will be enthusiastic about reading and do substantial reading and

writing on their own.” (Michigan Department of Education, 2006, p. 60)

“Reading books can be a lot of fun when they’re not the same ones that they make you

read over and over and over till you want to shoot yourself.” (Portman, 2006, p. 60)

I first became aware of Ed Connors’" approach to reading instruction during the
2003-2004 school year, when my daughter was enrolled in his sixth grade homeroom at
Harwell Middle School. At the time, I was immersed in the literatures on reading
motivation and adolescent boys’ literacy practices, and had become convinced that
maximizing opportunities for students to self-select texts for language arts instruction
might abate the well-documented free-fall of children’s attitudes toward reading for both
academic and recreational purposes over the middle school years. Indeed, my own
experiences teaching ninth grade English had given me first-hand evidence of the power
of self-selection to build reading motivation among teenagers (particularly boys) who had
at some point in middle school lost much of whatever enthusiasm they had previously
had for reading.

For seven years, I taught language arts in the gifted/talented program in a
suburban comprehensive high school. The final four years of my teaching career were

within an interdisciplinary Humanities Block, which I designed in conjunction with a

! All names of people, schools and municipalities are pseudonyms.
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social studies teacher. Ninth graders would enroll in designated honors sections of
freshman English and World Geography, while tenth graders would enroll in designated
honors sections of sophomore English and World History. My teaching partner and 1
would typically share 30-50 ninth graders and 20-40 tenth graders, each group separated
into two sections that would meet concurrently. Instructional units in the paired language
arts and social studies classes were thematically coordinated, and the majority of
activities in both classes involved cooperative grouping on short- and long-term projects
that incorporated content and skills from both disciplines.

Two required elements of the Humanities Block transcended disciplinary
boundaries and served to distinguish the Humanities experience from other honors or pre-
AP options available at the school. One element was the I-Search Project, in which
students selected a topic of personal interest and designed a yearlong program of
investigation into that topic. Students generated research questions during the first few
weeks of school, then spent the majority of the first semester reviewing the literature on
their chosen topic. This research culminated in the writing of an I-Search paper at the end
of the first semester. During the second semester, students engaged in further research as
well as designed materials for a three-hour, culminating exhibition at the end of the
school year. The exhibition was designed like a science fair, with students displaying
their work in the high school commons while peers, other teachers, administrators and
community members were invited to circulate among the displays and query the students
about their projects.

The second distinguishing feature of the Humanities Block experience was a

program of self-selected reading, in which students chose their own reading materials for
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self-defined purposes each grading period and made brief presentations of their own
design for each item that they read. Over the course of four years, we experimented with
different ways to encourage students to read broadly and for multiple purposes. One year,
we required that each grading period's reading selections be from a different genre (for
example, non-fiction/biography one grading period, a novel the next, a poetry collection
for a third). Another year, we assigned point values to different kinds of reading materials
(for example, a poem might carry one point, while a novel might carry 10) and then
required that students complete a certain number of points' worth of independent reading
each grading period. This program was developed in accordance with a mandate from our
local administration to increase students' sheer amount of reading, whether or not that
reading was tied to specific classroom activities or state objectives. The goal was to
increase reading, period.

Over the course of our four years of administering the self-selected reading
component of the Humanities Block, we witnessed the most enthusiasm from students
when we dropped all general restrictions on the reading that students could choose from
each grading period and instead worked with students to fashion individual reading diets.
After studying each student's reading history (based upon an autobiographical essay
centering on prior literacy experiences and the particular experiences each student had
while completing summer reading assignments), I had individual reading conferences
with every student, during which we jointly developed a reading contract for the
semester. Included on the contract were an inventory of possible titles (based upon the
students' prior reading interests as well as the topics they chose for their I-Search

Project), and an expectation for the number of pages that the student would read over the
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course of the semester. Contracts were revised each grading period as students
encountered additional reading materials of interest or discovered new reading interests.

As my role as teacher began to morph from repository of literacy knowledge to
facilitator of individual students' literacy development, I began to hear more testimonials
from students about their rediscovery of a passion for reading once their academic and
recreational literacy practices had an opportunity to converge. Boys especially who had
resolutely rejected reading as a hobby came to embrace reading and take great joy in
sharing books and other reading materials. They had been turned off, they said, in middle
school, during which they perceived reading being recast as an instrumental activity to be
applied to high stakes tests and other information management tasks, rather than as an
avenue of pleasure. Sharing my stories of excavating readers with other teachers at
annual meetings of the National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE), I came to
understand the value of choice as a powerful motivator in adolescent literacy
development. The convergence of my experiences with the findings of empirical
investigations into choice increased my enthusiasm for finding ways in which teachers
could incorporate choice into their classrooms, but it also increased my frustration as I
found many teachers skeptical about the possibilities.

When my daughter enrolled in Mr. Connors' homeroom and explained the unique
arrangement that he had made for incorporating students' self-selected texts as the
primary vehicle of literacy instruction into his classroom, I became intrigued by the
possibilities this classroom offered to investigate boys’ reading choices and habits. At a
parent-teacher conference early in the school year, Connors outlined for me the rationale

behind his pedagogy. Connors noted that his teaching practice was heavily influenced by
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Robb’s Teaching Reading in Middle School (2000), and he felt that the cornerstone to
achievement of Michigan’s Grade Level Content Expectations (GLCE) for reading was
the first objective listed in the domain of Reading Attitude for every grade level, K-8 (and
the only one for grades 3-8): “Students will be enthusiastic about reading and do
substantial reading and writing on their own” (Michigan Department of Education
[MDE], 2006, p. 60). If students are unmotivated to read widely and enthusiastically, he
reasoned, they will neither choose to read on their own for recreational purposes nor
stand much of a chance of mastering the other GLCEs in other domains such as
Comprehension, Fluency, Word Study and Metacognition. Although the Michigan
Department of Education lists Reading Attitude last among domains within the English
Language Arts Reading Strand (MDE, 2006), Connors argued that attitude should be seen
as the foundation for success in other domains of reading achievement, not as a
pedagogical lagniappe to be addressed after the work of teaching comprehension is done.
Furthermore, over the course of five years of teaching sixth grade language arts, he
noticed that the boys in his class have typically had poorer attitudes toward reading than
girls. To promote positive reading attitudes among all his students — but especially boys —
Connors built his language arts curriculum around three key elements that his own
reading of the professional literature suggested carry great power in generating and
sustaining positive attitudes and high motivation toward reading: opportunities for self-
selection of personally interesting texts, an emphasis on building students’ visualization
skills, and a reading workshop framework for instruction based on the Literature Circles
model.

Having witnessed my own daughter’s reading attitude and motivation increase
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over the course of her year in Mr. Connors’ class, I decided to spend the next school year
observing Connors and his students to learn more about whether and how his approach to
teaching language arts, which resonated so strongly with my own teaching experiences as
well as my research into adolescents’ attitudes toward reading, might encourage more
young adult readers (especially boys) to join the “literacy club.” How Connors
incorporated each of the above components into his instruction will be briefly described
here, with more details about both the specific practices enacted in the curriculum and the
research supporting those practices to follow in subsequent chapters.
Self-selection

The amount of freedom given to students to self-select personally interesting
reading materials for their language arts instruction was for me the mc;st striking element
of Connors’ language arts curriculum in terms of both its departure from traditional
norms of reading instruction for middle school students and its similarity to what I had
attempted to do in my own classroom. Connors’ own background as an unmotivated
reader in middle school informed his decision to structure his language arts curriculum
around students’ self-selected texts. He recalled a healthy reading diet of magazines,
newspapers and other kinds of sports-related texts, but this enthusiastic reading was
conducted entirely exclusive of the reading instruction he received in school. He did not
enjoy reading as defined and assigned by his middle school teachers. “I don’t really like it
when people give me books to read,” he said. “It’s too schoolish. I like to read what I like
to read.” Connors admits that even as an adult, he is “a voracious reader,” but only within
the domain of texts that he self-selects.

One kind of text that Connors avidly collects and reads is professional books for
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teachers, especially books about language arts instruction. In his reading of the
educational literature, he has noticed “a trend toward the Reader’s Workshop approach
over whole-class novel approaches” among the best practices advocated in professional
monographs such as Teaching Reading in Middle School (Robb, 2000) and In the Middle
(Atwell, 1998). Connors believes that by incorporating students’ self-selected texts into a
Reader’s Workshop setting, he can learn more about what his students are interested in
reading and can expand their reading interests through a process he calls “webbing.” As
he explains:

Take a student who likes the Series of Unfortunate Events books. This is about

children who have to overcome something. Here is another book, totally unrelated

to the Series of Unfortunate Events, that deals with the same thing. And gradually,
your reading interests expand. You can’t just stick with horse books or Series of

Unfortunate Events in upper grades, where the reading gets more complex.
Through “webbing” off of students’ self-selected texts, Connors creates a permeable
language arts classroom (Dyson, 1993, 2003) in which students’ personal reading
interests are honored and Connors can promote positive attitudes toward reading a variety
of different kinds of texts.

The Homestead Public School District, in which Harwell Middle School is
located, organizes the school year on a trimester basis, and Mr. Connors used a different
strategy for incorporating students’ self-selected texts into the reading curriculum each
trimester of the 2004-05 school year. During the first trimester, students were expected to
engage in independent reading with self-selected texts, recording titles and number of

pages read each hight on a calendar, which Connors checked at the end of each week.
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Upon completion of a text, students would complete a brief book report worksheet. While
Connors did lead the class in read-alouds and mini-lessons on various reading
comprehension strategies (e.g., visualizing, drawing inferences) for which students
received participation grades, the overall language arts grade that students received for
the first trimester was determined almost entirely by the students’ independent reading
logs and book reports.

During the second trimester, Connors introduced the Genre Project, in which
students’ self-selection of texts for independent reading was structured around five
genres: realistic fiction, historical fiction, fantasy, biography, and science fiction. For
each genre, Connors provided students with a differently formatted book report
worksheet, and completed book reports were kept in a folder in the back of the room for
students to peruse and discover new titles that they might be interested in reading.
Because students complained about a relative paucity of science fiction titles in the
school and classroom libraries, Connors changed the assignment mid-way through the
trimester to allow students to choose their fifth book from any of the other genres if they
were unable to find a science fiction text that interested them.

Finally, the third trimester was devoted to a culminating Book Project, in which
students were to select a book from any genre to read and around which to structure a
poster presentation to be delivered to the class during the final weeks of the school year.
The only restrictions on text selection for this project were that the book have more than
150 pages, and that it be a title that the student had not read previously. Every day
throughout all three trimesters, Connors included Drop Everything and Read (DEAR)

time, usually ﬁrSt thing in the morning, during which students were free to read any text
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that they liked.
Visualization

A reader’s mental ability to visualize the actions and world of a text has been
identified as a successful reading comprehension strategy (e.g., Harvey & Goudvis, 2000;
Parsons, 2006; Robb, 2000; Sadoski, 1983; Wilhelm, 1997) as well as an indispensable
skill for aesthetic engagement with a text (Kajder, 2006; Parsons, 2006; Rosenblatt,
1978). According to Kajder (2006), “[e]ngaged reading is a visual experience, evoking
the creation of an imagined story world often referred to as a ‘mental movie’” (p. 44).
Connors believed that helping students with their visualization skills is the place to start
building positive attitudes toward reading. He reasoned that students who are unable to
visualize meaning in a text will not be able to engage with a text beyond the surface level
and not enjoy reading print in the way that they enjoy engaging with other media
narratives that direétly appeal to their visual imaginations such as television and video
games. By Connors’ logic, an inability to visualize meaning in a text could impair other
higher level reading comprehension processes, such as the ability to draw inferences.
Thus, a strong emphasis on building students’ visualization skills formed the foundation
upon which Connors built most other cognitive and affective objectives in his language
arts curriculum.

This concern for building visualization skills permeated the reading and writing
activities that Connors set up for his students. He presented vocabulary lessons as
explorations of “picture words,” emphasizing the power of many words to evoke vivid
mental images (Robb, 2000). Mini-lessons based on short readings from the Daybook of

Critical Reading and Writing (Claggett, Reid & Vinz, 1999) consistently focused on
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identifying “picture words” in poetry and prose and representing the visual images that
they evoked in a variety of ways. Read-alouds from novels such as Maniac Magee
(Spinelli, 1990) and A Series of Unfortunate Events: The Bad Beginning (Snicket, 1999)
led into small-group activities that involved storyboarding and acting out key scenes from
the novels. The culmination of this emphasis on visualization skills was an invitation
issued by Connors to his students during the second trimester of the school year to bring
in texts that they enjoyed reading and that they felt were especially effective in terms of
conjuring vivid imagery in the reader’s imagination. On the specified day, students
brought in a variety of traditional and non-traditional texts, and Connors then led his
classes through a series of writing tasks in which students identified “picture words” in
their texts, described the effect that those words had on them as they read, and finally
drew pictures of the images that they saw.
Literature Circles

The third component of Connors’ language arts pedagogy — a reading workshop
framework based on Daniels’ (2002) Literature Circles model — was perhaps the least
developed element of the curriculum during the year I spent observing Connors and his
students, despite Connors’ strong faith in the power of positive peer support to motivate
reluctant readers. During the 2003-2004 school year (the year in which my daughter was
a student in Mr. Connors’ class), most mornings’ DEAR periods were followed by small
group conversations about the materials that students had been reading, which segued
into a brief, informal whole class discussion in which both Connors and his students
talked about what they were reading and swapped recommendations for future reading.

To facilitate peer discussions after DEAR time and during regular language arts lessons,
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students were seated in clusters of two tables the entire year (seating four or five students
per cluster), and students were free to choose with whom they wished to be seated. There
was, to say the least, a great deal of conversation about reading in Connors’ language arts
classroom.

However, during the 2004-2005 school year, Connors and his teaching partner
faced a group of students that they felt was in general less well-disciplined than the
previous year’s class. Connors began the year as he had his four previous years, with the
students seated in rows facing the chalkboard in order to facilitate matching names and
faces, but rather than rearranging the tables into clusters as he had previously, he retained
the classroom’s original arrangement for the entire year. Only twice during my
observations were tables arranged in clusters, and only then for particular activities, with
a return to the original arrangement immediately after the activity was completed.
Connors did retain small group conversations throughout the year’s language arts
activities, but in contrast to the previous year, these conversations were mostly limited to
pairs of students (rather than to groups of four or five) with little to no “travel” away
from the seats in which they began the day. This resulted in a classroom environment that
was more teacher-directed than I had anticipated, and I believe has important
implications for interpreting the findings of this study, which I will address in Chapter 5.

The Study

Connors indicated in a series of interviews that a key assumption underlying all of
the strategies he incorporated into his language arts instruction was that students come to
school with rich literacy lives that operate under the radar of the literacy practices valued

and assessed by fraditional language arts pedagogy. Rather than being wholly averse to
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the practice of reading, a child who appears unmotivated to read and underachieves in the
language arts may actually be a voracious reader of a wide variety of texts that do not
happen to fall within the narrow limits of “what counts as reading,” as defined by
classroom norms. Students who in a classroom context appear aliterate (that is, they are
able to read well yet deliberately avoid doing so) thus may be adopting a stance against
externally defined norms for reading in the classroom context, but outside of that context
may be leading a literacy life characterized by reading deeply into and across texts from a
variety of print and non-print genres, engaging in the very sorts of literacy practices that
educators believe good readers should engage in, although with a different array of texts
than many educators like to assign.

This is precisely the attitude toward reading for academic versus self-defined (or
vernacular) purposes that Connors claimed to have adopted as a middle school reader.
This is also the attitude that many of the boys in my own language arts classrooms took
toward reading, defining themselves as non-readers while sifting through backpacks
stuffed with well-read magazines, newspapers, Internet printouts, technical manuals and
comic books for the barely-read Turtleback® edition of whatever classic novel we were
studying that day (Cavazos-Kottke, 2005). Such contextual aliteracy is also the attitude
found among the participants in studies by Smith and Wilhelm (2002, 2006), Newkirk
(2002), Fink (2006) and Kajder (2006), who perfectly summarizes the attitude of the
alternately voracious and aliterate reader with this quote from her student Gus:

Here’s what it is ... I don’t read books. I do all we do in class, and pick up a lot. I

talk to the gang in here that does read, and pick up some more. I go online. But,

be real. When I want to read, this isn’t it ... I read the paper in the morning. I read

12
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articles and guides on PS3. I read what I get when friends text me. I read a ton of

blogs, but I aggregate them or else it would take scads of time ... I go there for

the cheats ... I used to read liners of CD’s, but now I just read online because I

download MP3’s from iTunes. I had to read my car manual last night because one

of the lights got busted. But, I know that stuff doesn’t count. (p. S, emphasis
added)
Kajder continues with her thoughts on Gus’ comments:

As a reader, he read authentically and purposefully. He was reading selectively

and critically, evaluating online gaming sites and blogs. His reading involved

multiple genres and modalities. He was savvy enough to know how to navigate
in-class tasks, but he needed to be drawn into higher-order tasks that addressed

texts as tools for learning. And clearly, his perception of his own competency as a

reader was impacting his work in the classroom. Gus was a reader. Just not in the

English classroom ... (p. 5)

Mr. Connors’ assumption about the vernacular literacy lives of his students, particularly
his boys, thus carries the warrant not only of personal experience but also of published
research into adolescent literacies.

Connors was convinced that the best way to facilitate his students’ literacy
development was to break down as many barriers as possible between the vernacular
literacies his students carried with them and the academic literacy practices enacted in the
classroom. The above three strategies — self-selection of personally interesting reading
materials, an emphasis on visualization skills, and a reader’s workshop framework — were

implemented with this goal in mind. The present study was designed to interrogate
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Connors’ assumptions about his students’ literacies and the practices he based on those
assumptions, to discover the extent to which those barriers were broken down for a
particular group of sixth graders over the course of one year in his language arts class.
What are the vernacular literacies engaged in by Connors’ students outside of the
classroom? Do they differ markedly from the academic literacy practices the students
enact in this classroom? When invited to bring the texts of their vernacular literacy
practices into the classroom context, do students choose to do so? Are there differences
between boys and girls in this regard? Does any of this have a noticeable impact on the
students’ attitudes toward reading? Ultimately, how successfully do students in Mr.
Connors’ permeable classroom achieve R.AT.06.01, “Students will be enthusiastic about
reading and do substantial reading and writing on their own,” (MDE, 2006) the one
Michigan Grade Level Content Expectation that Connors sees as the bedrock upon which

mastery of all other objectives rests? These were the questions that launched this study.
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CHAPTER 2
Review of the Literature
Introduction

In The Brothers Karamazov (Dostoevsky, 1880/1952), the preteen boy Kolya
Krassotkin claims that studying Greek and Latin in schools “is simply a police measure
... [They] were introduced because they are a bore and because they stupefy the intellect”
(p- 292). One hundred twenty five years later, some researchers have drawn similar
conclusions in their attempts to explain boys' disengagement with school and low
motivation for reading. Newkirk (2002) argues that the educational establishment has
valued silent reading more as a means of social control than as a means of nurturing a
love of reading, the tacit goal being to tame impulsive behavior in children (which is in
turn associated more with boys than with girls). Clark (1998) comes to a similar
conclusion regarding foreign language instruction. O'Brien, Stewart and Moje (1995)
label the dominant instructional paradigm of secondary schools a “pedagogy of control,”
(p. 451) in which a one-way flow of information from teacher to student has been reified
as the most efficient model for the delivery of information to students. A major
consequence (unintended or not) is the branding of a narrow range of knowledge as
legitimate, implicitly and often explicitly devaluing much of students' extracurricular
funds of knowledge as illegitimate (Alvermann, 1998; O'Brien, Stewart & Moje, 1995).
Perhaps the most strident recent indictment of schools as institutions of social control
comes in a historical essay by Gatto (2003): “it is in the interest of complex management,

economic or political, to dumb people down, to demoralize them, to divide them from

one another and to discard them if they don't conform. ... [Schools are] drill centers for
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the habits and attitudes that corporate society demands. Mandatory education serves
children only incidentally; its real purpose is to turn them into servants” (pp. 37-38).

Studies of adolescent boys’ reading habits and achievement have highlighted a
number of problematic trends. Cognitively, boys consistently underperform relative to
girls on a number of standardized measures of reading and writing ability (Brozo &
Schmelzer, 1997; Gurian, 2001; Newkirk, 2002; Organisation for Economic Co-
Operation and Development & UNESCO Institute for Statistics [OECD-UIS], 2003,
Sommers, 2000; Smith & Wilhelm, 2002; Young & Brozo, 2001). Affectively, many
boys tend to have such a strong aversion to literacy that they will resist identifying
themselves as “readers,” actively avoiding opportunities to read despite having adequate
skills (Bintz, 1993; Moss, 1999; OECD-UIS, 2003; Smith & Wilhelm 2002; Young &
Brozo, 2001). This tendency among boys to reject the descriptor of “reader” is
particularly odd, given that most boys profiled in the same studies do indeed read (many
quite voraciously), although not from sources typically sanctioned by schools as
“appropriate” reading material (Newkirk, 2002; Smith & Wilhelm, 2002; Wilhelm,
2002).

Why did these boys resist identifying themselves as readers, and are there
classroom contexts in which they may have been more likely to count their personal
reading habits as constitutive of an identity as a reader? This case study was designed to
describe the different literacies in which middle school boys engage within the context of
a language arts classroom built around students' self-selected reading materials. To what
extent would middle school boys in such a literacy curriculum draw distinctions between

academic and personal literacy practices and to what extent might their attitudes toward
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reading change over the course of a year’s experience with such a reading curriculum?
Given the linkages between reading attitude, reading frequency and reading achievement
(Bean, 1998), answering those questions should yield a better understanding of the
personal literacies that middle school boys engage in outside of the radar of a traditional
literacy curriculum, which might in turn help teachers better scaffold meaningful literacy
instruction for boys.

Theoretical Perspective

My conceptual framework for understanding literacy is rooted in the idea that
literacy is a social practice in which people engage for multiple purposes. As articulated
by Barton and Hamilton (2000), the fundamental unit of analysis from such a perspective
is the literacy practice, a “general cultural way of utilising written language which people
draw upon in their lives, [involving] values, attitudes, feelings, ... social relationships ...
awareness of literacy, constructions of literacy and discourses of literacy, how people talk
about and make sense of literacy [as well as] the social processes which connect people
with one another [including] shared cognitions represented in ideologies and social
identities” (pp. 7-8). In short, “literacy is best understood as a set of social practices
[which] are observable in events which are mediated by written texts” (p. 9).

Different literacies are associated with different contexts. For example, the
literacy practices encouraged and rewarded by certain literacy classrooms may appear
radically different from those in which middle schoolers eagerly engage outside of
school. While both may involve social interactions around a common text, the discourses
governing those interactions as well as the texts themselves may differ considerably.

Thus, it is more useful to conceive of an individual's literacy in the plural, that is, an
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individual practices multiple literacies over the course of his or her life, with particular
social or institutional contexts enforcing different boundaries for “what counts” as
literacy.

A literacy as social practice perspective distinguishes between dominant and
vernacular literacy practices within an individual's repertoire of literacies. Dominant
literacies are “part of whole discourse formations, institutionalised configurations of
power and knowledge which are embodied in social relationships” (Barton & Hamilton,
p. 12). In other words, dominant literacies are those literacies that are publicly practiced
and rewarded within major institutional contexts, such as school and government. For
example, close reading and textual analysis of literary texts is a literacy practice that
reflects the dominant literacy enforced and rewarded by traditional secondary language
arts programs (O'Brien, Stewart & Moje, 1995). Vernacular literacies, on the other hand,
are the “underground” literacy practices in which people engage, typically outside of the
radar of institutional authority. Sharing a comic book with a peer and debating the
relative strengths of a superhero and his or her archenemy is an example of a literacy
practice in which many young people engage, but which typically occurs in non-
classroom contexts. This is not to say that vernacular literacy practices are necessarily
subversive of or antithetical to the goals of traditional academic literacy practices. These
practices are simply the funds of knowledge (Moll, Amanti, Neff & Gonzalez, 1992) that
children utilize outside of the classroom and that are not typically embraced by the
language arts curriculum enacted in many classrooms.

A key element of this perspective on literacy is the purpose that an individual has

for engaging in a given literacy practice, and a major factor in many boys' opting to
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disengage from active literacy practice in academic contexts is the positioning of a
student and classroom at cross-purposes. Newkirk (2002), Clark (1998), Bean (1998),
Csikszentmihalyi (1990b) and Ivey (1999), among others, see a fundamental mismatch
between school’s purposes for teaching literacy and the purposes to which students would
like to put their abilities. Whereas schools stress the instrumental importance of literacy
for future individual success (an especially visible phenomenon in classrooms centered
on preparing students for high-stakes testing), children tend to value literacy for social
purposes. Newkirk (2002), Finders (1997) and Dyson (1993, 2003) emphasize the “social
work” of writing, in which students incorporate their peers into their creative fictions as a
way to forge social bonds and exchange social capital. Other investigators focus on the
social work of reading, by which students network, build relationships and solve
personally relevant problems through discussions of shared reading (Bean, 1998; Davies,
1998; Dutro, 2001; Galda, Ash & Cullinan, 2001; Guzzetti, Young, Gritsavage, Fyfe, &
Hardenbrook, 2002; Millard, 1998; Raphael, McMahon, Goatley, Bentley Boyd, Pardo &
Woodman, 1992; Raphael & McMahon, 1994; Smith & Wilhelm, 2002). This mismatch
between what schools want students to do with literacy and the immediately relevant
purposes that students see literacy as valuable for pursuing was one of Dewey’s
(1902/1990, 1915/1990, 1938) most persistent complaints about “traditional” modes of
education, in which “the center of gravity is outside the child. It is in the teacher, the
textbook, anywhere and everywhere you please except in the immediate instincts and
activities of the child himself” (1915/1990, p. 34). Contemporary researchers have made
common cause with Dewey in identifying this mismatch of purpose as particularly

demotivating for students of literacy and in suggesting that an academic context for

19



.
et

fiteracy in.
[iteracies |

facilitating

In
disengage
focus on &
and conte
teachers 4
Iwill the
contrast
Istruct,
practice.|
these re
promis;:

Reagin,

(Eccleg

G




literacy instruction that creates spaces for students' personal interests and vernacular
literacies has potential for supporting positive attitudes toward literacy as well as for
facilitating achievement in academic literacy practices.
Review of the Literature

In this section, I will begin by reviewing a number of theories for boys'
disengagement from academic literacy practices, including developmental theories that
focus on boys' lower self-efficacy as a result of early negative experiences with reading,
and contextual theories that focus on a mismatch of purposes for reading between
teachers and students as well as the gender politics of reading that emerge in adolescence.
I will then review the research on boys' vernacular literacy practices and how they
contrast with the dominant literacy practices of school. Finally, I will review a number of
instructional recommendations based on this understanding of adolescents' literacy
practices. I will focus on two models — Book Club and Literature Circles — that synthesize
these recommendations into an approach to literacy instruction that appears especially
promising for promoting boys' participation in academic literacy practices.
Reading Competency and Motivation

Feelings of competency form an essential component in several domain-general
(Eccles, Wigfield & Schiefele, 1998; Schunk, 1985) and literacy-specific (Clark, 1998,
Guthrie & Wigfield, 2001; Hinchman, Alvermann, Boyd, Brozo & Vacca, 2003) models
of motivation. Social learning theory (Bandura, 1977) privileges self-efficacy for a given
activity (a competency judgement based upon feedback from myriad sources) as a
primary factor in determining one's future engagement in that activity. Self-determination

theory (Deci & Ryan, 2000) conceptualizes motivation as a three-way interaction
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between self-assessments of competence, autonomy and relatedness. According to flow
theory (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990a), the kind of intense engagement that is most conducive
to further development is impossible without an appropriate match between one's skill
level and the demands of a particular task.

Similarly, developmental explanations for boys’ disengagement with and
underachievement in reading typically argue that boys tend to have more negative
attitudes toward reading than girls do because many boys' earliest school reading
experiences are marked by frustration. At five or six years of age, the average girl has
undergone sufficient cognitive development to position her for success in learning how to
interact with an abstract symbol system. However, many boys at this age lag behind girls
by a year or two, and so the age at which literacy instruction begins is more amenable to
the average girl's developmental readiness than the average boy's (Kindlon & Thompson,
1999; Soderman, 1986). Many boys are thus set up to experience frustration with early
reading experiences, which may predispose them to disengage from reading in the future
(Ivey, 1999).

However, a biographical study of twelve successful adults with dyslexia suggests
that there may be more to literacy motivation than a sense of competency or self-efficacy.
Contrary to the researcher’s expectations, all participants in the study reported avid
reading despite having significant disabilities from a young age (Fink, 1995). Many had
read widely enough from an area of passionate interest to call themselves experts well
before they achieved reading fluency norms established by their respective schools and
well before they had been instructed in strategies for overcoming their disabilities. The

same phenomenon appears in autobiographical and anecdotal accounts of boys whose
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motivation to read, sparked by access to personally interesting reading materials, allowed
them to rapidly overcome gaps in reading achievement due to dyslexia (Buchanan, 2001)
as well as to chronic disengagement from literacy instruction (Brozo, 2002).

In these studies, avid reading within domains of personal interest and self-
generated purposes for reading allowed individual vernacular literacies to blossom, and
students' attitudes and abilities in dominant literacy practices showed positive gains. In
other words, the development of students' vernacular literacies facilitated the
development of their skills in dominant literacies. Several themes emerge from a review
of investigations into particular features of recreational and academic contexts that
support (or hinder) boys' positive engagement with multiple literacies.

Purposes For, and Stances Toward, Reading

One important theme, introduced above, is the congruence (or lack thereof)
between students' and teachers' purposes for engaging in literacy practices. On one level,
an incongruity between students' and schools' purposes can shut down active participation
in classroom literacy events. Through the lens of Reader-Response Theory (Rosenblatt,
1978), a mismatch between efferent and aesthetic stances toward reading might also
bring students and schools to cross-purposes. The efferent stance, favored by
standardized tests and the New Critical close reading paradigm, focuses readers’ attention
on what information or concrete understanding they can take away from a text. It is at the
heart of the pedagogy of control (O'Brien, Stewart & Moje, 1995). The aesthetic stance,
on the other hand, involves engagement with a text at an experiential level, in which
readers connect their “lived-through experiences” with those of literary protagonists.

Rosenblatt claimed that the aesthetic stance is the most appropriate to take toward
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literature, although one can imagine informational texts (for example, biographies) that
can invite aesthetic response beyond their efferent purposes (Alexander, 1997; Cavazos-
Kottke, 2006). Fowler (1988) and Barrs (2000) theorized that encouraging students to
adopt an aesthetic stance would better motivate them to engage with reading than a
“back-to-basics” emphasis. Several studies have demonstrated that greater student
engagement — as well as levels of achievement equal to those displayed by students
exposed to a traditional, skills-based curricula — occurs in the context of literacy
classrooms in which aesthetic stances toward reading have been emphasized (Barrs,
2000; Bean, 1998; Cox & Many, 1992; Raphael, McMahon, Goatley, Bentley, Boyd,
Pardo & Woodman, 1992; Raphael & McMahon, 1994; Wiseman, Many & Altieri,
1992).

Literacy and Gender Discourse

Most of these studies emphasize that a congruence of purposes for literacy
mastery and an aesthetic stance toward engaging with a text are motivating for all
students, not just boys. Why then don’t we see equal levels of disengagement from the
school-sanctioned practices of literacy between the genders? Why do boys disengage
more readily than girls?

Many researchers point to the predominantly feminine environments of
elementary and middle school instruction (particularly in literacy) as a prime source of
boys’ disengagement and underachievement in literacy (Barrs, 2000; Dressman, 1997,
Dutro, 2001; Kindlon & Thompson, 1999; Martino, 1995, 1999, 2000a, 2000b; Millard,
1998; Sadker & Sadker, 1994; Smith & Wilhelm, 2002; Young & Brozo, 2001). As boys

become more aware of themselves as actors within a gender regime (typically during the
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middle school years), they begin to adopt markers of masculinity and reject markers of
femininity in their construction of a gender performance that will facilitate their induction
into a favored social clique. Why boys are more adamant about rejecting anything
associated with femininity than girls are about rejecting markers of masculinity is not
well understood. Martino (2000a, 2000b) suggests that homophobia is the driving force
behind such rejections, although he does not address the question of why homophobia
should be stronger among boys than among girls. To be seen as a “sissy” raises more
hackles among adults and peers than to be seen as a “tomboy.”

Whatever the source of this double standard, it remains clear that rejection of
some forms of literacy is a standard feature of the masculine “identity kit” (Gee, 1989)
that many boys appropriate in adolescence. Reading widely and well, and with good
cheer, becomes strongly associated with femininity, and hence serves as a litmus test in
the social negotiation of boys’ gender identities. Boys who transgress these gender
boundaries may risk especially virulent social ostracism (Martino, 1999, 2000a).
Boys' Vernacular Literacy Practices

Despite the exclusion of the label “reader” from the masculine identity kits
appropriated by many adolescent boys, it would be a mistake to call such boys aliterate.
Close study of the literacy practices of middle school and adolescent boys reveals a
paradox. While many boys refuse to identify themselves as readers, openly denigrating
reading as something irrelevant to their lives, most boys actually do read, some quite
voraciously (Hinchman, et al., 2003; Newkirk, 2002; Smith & Wilhelm, 2002). Many
boys do not reject reading per se, but rather school-defined norms of reading, choosing

instead to engagé with texts that are considered “disreputable” by school standards (and
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hence, “not really reading™) in order to resist what they perceive as encroaching external
control over their identities (Newkirk, 2002). Disaffected girls often take this line of
resistance, too (Bintz, 1993). The “pedagogy of control” that privileges a narrow range of
literacy practices as dominant erects boundaries of legitimacy that often exclude students'
vernacular literacies (O'Brien, Stewart & Moje, 1995). To indulge in an alternative
literacy outside of the school establishment’s literacy norms is to assert one’s
individuality and gender identity. Inside of this framework are arguments that examine
the textual content of the literacy curriculum as well as that of students’ preferred kinds
of reading to find sources of disengagement from literacy.

What kinds of texts most engage boy readers? Not surprisingly, boys’ favorite
types of reading material are not often in great supply in school or classroom libraries
(Worthy, 1996, Worthy, Moorman & Turner, 1999). Also not surprisingly, boys’ least
favorite types of reading material are often abundant in schools (Worthy, Moorman,
Turner, 1999). Texts that are most likely to engage boy readers tend to be short, highly
visual (both in description and graphic accompaniment), challenging to a boy’s notions
about the world, edgy, closely connected to real life (even in a metaphoric sense, as is the
case with fantasy novels), current and humorous (Newkirk, 2002; Smith & Wilhelm,
2002; Wilhelm, 2002; Worthy, 1996). Broadly, genre fiction (such as science fiction,
fantasy, horror and mystery), series fiction, magazines, and graphic novels and comic
books constitute the texts of many boys' vernacular literacies (Cavazos-Kottke, 2006;
Hall & Coles, 1999; Nell, 1988; Newkirk, 2002). However, few teachers surveyed were
inclined to honor these reading preferences for inclusion in the literacy curriculum,

despite evidence that so-called “light” reading does not stunt children’s literacy
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development (Galda, Ash & Cullinan, 2001).

Several authors have explored the instructional implications of our knowledge
about students’ reading preferences. Brozo and Schmelzer (1997) advocate for greater
representation of positive male archetypes in the shared reading materials used in literacy
classrooms as one means of orienting boys toward engagement with reading. Like
arguments for bilingual education that stress building early success into students’
educational experience by teaching content area coursework in students’ native language,
Brozo argues that boys must be hooked with material that speaks to their life experience
as boys (Young & Brozo, 2001). Other authors (Newkirk, 2002; Smith & Wilhelm, 2002;
Wilhelm, 2002) present similar arguments for changing the content of literacy instruction
to better incorporate boys’ reading preferences.

Other researchers urge caution in taking such findings at face value, however.
Dressman (1997), Bintz (1993) and Smith and Wilhelm (2002) assert that children’s and
adolescents’ reading preferences are never stable constructs, but are instead highly
context-sensitive as young people perform different aspects of their identity. What a boy
is interested in reading at home today might be very different from what he expresses an
interest in reading at school tomorrow, and both preferences may in turn differ radically
from what he is motivated to read next week. Young (Young & Brozo, 2001) and Barrs
(2000) both note that simply substituting current texts for more “boy-friendly” reading
materials can be just as oppressive to readers as the status quo. Indeed, if boys remain
inclined to define themselves in opposition to school norms of literacy, shifting norms
could simply lead to resistance on a different front as the institutionalization of

vernacular literacies might strip such reading materials of their original appeal
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(Alvermann, 1998; Dressman, 1997; Neilsen, 1998). In the words of William
Shakespeare, “If all the year were playing holidays, / To sport would be as tedious as to
work” (1974, p. 851). The boy in a recent MAD Magazine feature who throws away the
new Eminem CD, proclaiming it “totally ruined” because his mother bought it for him
expresses the same sentiment (Hempel & Sinberg, 2005, p. 23). Barrs (2000) instead
advocates not changing the texts, but rather changing boys’ orientation toward them,
finding better ways to engage them on an aesthetic level.
Choice

A different solution, proposed by many researchers, is to disrupt the opposition
between vernacular and dominant literacies by building as many opportunities as possible
into the literacy curriculum for students to choose both reading materials that interest
them and means of expressing their insights about those readings (Appleby, 1989; Bintz,
1993; Fink, 1995; Guzzetti, Young, Gritsavage, Fyfe & Hardenbrook, 2002; Hektner &
Csikszentmihalyi, 1996; Hunt, 1970; Millard, 1998; Whalen & Csikszentmihalyi, 1991;
Worthy, Moorman & Turner, 1999). A “permeable curriculum” (Dyson, 1993, 2003) that
actively incorporates students' personal interests, “unofficial” texts and vernacular
literacies into the classroom discourse is a model for nurturing intrinsic motivation that
may even extend beyond the literacy classroom to other content areas (Alvermann, 1998;
Hidi, 1990; Neilsen, 1998). This line of argument dovetails neatly with those calling for
increased sensitivity to the purposes students bring to literacy activity (e.g., Duke,
Purcell-Gates, Hall & Tower, 2006), which finds its roots in Dewey (1938). This is not a
case of dumbing down the curriculum or letting the inmates run the asylum, as none of

these studies support teachers’ total abdication of authority for determining the direction
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of literacy instruction. Rather, the teacher’s role is reconceived as facilitator of
individuals’ literacy development, bringing instructional goals within children’s zones of
proximal development and within sight of children’s immediate experience (Alvermann,
1998).

Guthrie and Wigfield (2001) synthesize these contextual insights into what
motivates children to engage in literacy in their engagement model of reading
development. In their model, particular instructional processes and contexts positively
influence the cognitive, motivational and social aspects of engagement. Their extensive
list of characteristics of learning environments that support engagement with literacy
includes, among other items, the following elements: connections between the curriculum
and students’ personal experiences; teacher support for students’ autonomy in choosing
learning goals and reading materials; use of interesting texts for instruction; collaboration
with peers for social construction of knowledge; personalized and student-centered
evaluation; and, teachers’ active involvement in developing individuals’ reading skills
and repertoire. They caution that a classroom that exhibits only one or two of these
characteristics may do little to increase students’ engagement, and that an overall
coherence of instructional processes is necessary. Strategies should be integrated and
coordinated to create an entire classroom culture that supports engaged reading. Over the
past decade, a number of instructional paradigms have been designed to do just that. In
the following section, I will discuss two of these: Literature Circles and Book Club.
Literature Circles and Book Club Defined

Despite their many similarities, Book Club and Literature Circles are not

interchangeable térms. Book Club was developed in the early 1990's by a team of
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researchers led by Taffy Raphael and Susan McMahon (see Raphael & McMahon, 1994)
as a teaching strategy that includes four major components, all of which are experienced
within the course of a single instructional period: Community Share, Reading,
Writing/Representing, and Book Club discussion. Community Share is a time for whole
group discussion and/or instruction. Any direct teaching of literary concepts or language
skills takes place during this time, as does whole class discussion of ideas raised by the
reading or by small group discussions. Reading is the time set aside for reading texts,
typically involving individual silent reading, although large- or small-group oral reading
might also be utilized. The period of Writing/Representing gives individual students a
chance to reflect on what they have read, in the form of either a written journal or an
artistic response in a particular medium. Students may write/represent in response to a
prompt offered by the teacher or may be encouraged to respond freely, reflecting their
individual reactions to a given text. The Book Club phase of the lesson is the heart of this
instructional approach, a phase during which students break into small groups to share
their writing/representations and to discuss both teacher- and student-generated questions
about the reading material. While the order of these phases may vary within a given
instructional period, all four are necessary components of the Book Club program as
envisioned by Raphael and McMahon. In its original conception, Book Club was more
widely implemented with younger students than with secondary students, among whom
Literature Circles were the discussion strategy of choice.

Literature Circles is also an instructional strategy developed by a number of
action researchers in the 1990's to create more authentic, discussion-based contexts for

engaging with literature in the middle school and secondary language arts curriculum (see
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Daniels, 2002). In contrast with Book Club, which specifies four distinct activities to be
engaged in within a single instructional period, Literature Circles is a more informal
strategy based on eleven principles for increasing authenticity of classroom literacy
experience. A Literature Circles classroom incorporates student choice of reading
material and small temporary groups of students who are free to form new groups in
response to new book choices. Different groups of students can read different books, in
contrast to Book Club, in which the whole class usually reads a core text. Literature
Circle activities should be implemented according to a regular and predictable schedule
and student small group discussions are to be guided by students' notes, taken during
reading. Discussion topics are to be student generated and small group discussions
should be marked by natural conversation, that is, students talking about what they have
read in a manner similar to how they might converse about books outside of the
classroom. In a Literature Circles classroom, the teacher serves as a facilitator to
encourage discussion, often participating actively within small-group discussions rather
than acting as a monitor or a purveyor of discussion questions. Evaluation is
collaborative, with teacher and students working together both to determine standards for
assessment and to evaluate the quality of students' Literature Circle participation. Finally
— and for Daniels (2002), most importantly — a sense of playfulness should pervade the
entire experience.

As originally conceived, Literature Circles are more informal than Book Club, to
the extent that there is no set of prescribed activities that constitute a Literature Circles
experience. However, as Daniels (2002) acknowledges, one of the most popular means of

introducing Literature Circles to students is to provide students with “role sheets” that
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specify particular tasks for individuals to perform in the group discussion. The original
intent of role sheets was to provide a launch pad upon which natural conversation about
books could begin. As students become as comfortable conversing about books within
the classroom as they would feel conversing about other topics of personal interest
outside of school, the role sheets were supposed to disappear. Unfortunately, according to
Daniels (2002), some teachers found comfort in holding students accountable to
particular roles, and thus instead of being <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>