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ABSTRACT

This study examines students’ perceptions of the outcomes and processes of
engaged reading in classrooms prioritizing engagement through self-selected,
self-paced reading of compelling young adult literature. The primary data
were 71 end-of-year student interviews, supported by end-of-year teacher
interviews, biweekly observational data, on-the-fly conversations with
students, and video/audio records of student-initiated book discussions. An
inductive analysis yielded 15 main categories of outcomes, including changes
in students’ identities, in their sense of agency, and in their relational, moral,
and intellectual lives. The web of relationships among the processes and out-
comes is examined through 317 causal statements made by students in inter-
views. Finally, a case study illustrates the cascading and reciprocal effects of
engaged reading on one student’s development. These adolescents showed,
to varying degrees, an awareness of these processes and self-transformations,
and thus a sense of agency with respect to their own development—their
personhood and future narratives. This study raises questions about the
adequacy of existing models of engagement for explaining students’ engaged
reading experiences and about currently advocated approaches to teaching
English language arts that (a) minimize the roles of engagement and fiction,
(b) require students to read the same text, (c) focus on engaged reading as
an individual cognitive act without regard for the social nature of literate
and human development, and (d) expect uniform outcomes across students.

ing reading achievement and reducing achievement disparities.

Engaged reading is associated with both (Guthrie & Wigfield,
2000; Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development,
2010), but in the United States there has been a steady decline in the
amount of voluntary reading reported by 13- and 17-year-olds
(Rampey, Dion, & Donahue, 2009). Yet, calls to make engaged reading
an essential component of adolescent literacy curricula (e.g., Bian-
carosa & Snow, 2006; Torgesen et al., 2007) go unheeded. In this arti-
cle, we report the experiences of eighth-grade students whose English
teachers prioritized engaged reading as their central curricular goal,
using self-selected young adult literature to establish student autono-
my and relevance—both recognized conditions for engaged reading
(Guthrie, Wigfield, & You, 2012; Wigfield et al., 2008).

Although there is a substantial body of research on student
engagement in general and the contexts that enable engagement (e.g.,
Christenson, Reschly, & Wylie, 2012), our study responds to calls for
students’ perspectives on engagement, which Reschly and Christenson
(2012) note are “critical to understanding the person-environment fit
and to efforts to enhance student engagement” (p. 13). Yazzie-Mintz
and McCormick (2012) similarly argue that students’ perspectives
afford us the opportunity to discover the different processes by which
students become engaged and the potential outcomes of engagement

] z ducational reform efforts have for decades focused on improv-
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that are unrealized in standard forms of measurement.
In this article, we draw on student voices to construct an
expanded understanding of the nature and outcomes of
engaged reading and the processes through which those
outcomes are realized.

We approach this work through an expanded socio-
cultural theory (e.g., Deakin Crick, 2012; Stetsenko &
Arievitch, 2004) for two reasons: (1) because of the
breadth of development touched by research on engage-
ment, including the development of identities (e.g.,
Moje, 2000), agency (Reeve, 2012), moral development,
and other dimensions of personhood (Stetsenko &
Arievitch, 2004); and (2) because engagement is not
solely an individual phenomenon but, rather, is relation-
al (Yazzie-Mintz, 2007) and cultural (Yazzie-Mintz &
McCormick, 2012).

Background of the Study

Any study invoking extended self-selected reading
brings to mind research on access to books (e.g., Alling-
ton et al., 2010; Kim & White, 2008), time spent reading
(e.g., Anderson, Wilson, & Fielding, 1988), and various
interpretations of the significance of independent silent
reading programs (e.g., Cunningham, 2001; National
Institute of Child Health and Human Development,
2000; Shanahan, 2003). Most of this work is ultimately
concerned with the link between independent reading
and higher reading achievement as a targeted outcome.
Although these lines of research are related to the pres-
ent study, our primary concern is with the processes of
engaged reading and the breadth of potential outcomes,
as experienced by students.

First, then, we briefly review the status of engaged
reading. Second, we explore the potential of young adult
literature for supporting engaged reading among
adolescents. Third, we review current methodological
concerns regarding student engagement and the void po-
tentially filled by the inclusion of student perspectives.

Engaged Reading

Much of the research on engaged reading has been
reviewed (and accomplished) by Guthrie and his
colleagues (e.g., Guthrie & Wigfield, 2000; Guthrie,
Wigfield, & You, 2012). Through their work on Con-
cept-Oriented Reading Instruction, they have identified
instructional practices associated with engaged reading.
For instance, engaged reading is enhanced in class-
rooms with interesting texts, real-world interactions,
autonomy support (e.g., choice), strategy instruction,
opportunities for collaboration, and teacher involve-
ment (Guthrie & Wigfield, 2000; Guthrie, Wigfield, &
You, 2012), although teacher involvement in the form of
frequent monitoring, supervision, and interference
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undermines feelings of autonomy (Assor, Kaplan, &
Roth, 2002). So, in recent work with adolescents, these
researchers focus particularly on relevance and support-
ing student autonomy (Guthrie, Wigfield, & Klauda,
2012), conditions exploited by the teachers in the present
study.

Although the conditions for engaged reading are
well specified, at least in the abstract, the definition of
engaged reading deserves further exploration. At the
outset, we relied on the widely accepted definition
offered by Guthrie and Wigfield (2000) that engaged
reading is strategic, motivated interaction with text and
that engaged readers are “motivated to read, strategic in
their approaches to comprehending what they read,
knowledgeable in their construction of meaning from
text, and socially interactive while reading” (Guthrie,
Wigfield, & You, 2012, p. 602). Most work on engaged
reading has focused on the first half of this definition of
an engaged reader.

As our work progressed, students made us increas-
ingly aware of the need to understand the latter part of
this definition: the nature of their construction of
meaning and the socially interactive (relational) aspect
of engaged reading. These dimensions of engaged read-
ing are underexplored as processes, although they are
recognized in places. The Motivation to Read Question-
naire (Wigfield & Guthrie, 1997), for example, has an
item stem “I feel like I make friends with people in good
books” (p. 432). This concept invites a transactional
view of the reading process—a theoretical perspective
that does not use the term engagement but shares quali-
ties with engagement theory, particularly a social
dimension.

From a transactional perspective (Rosenblatt, 1983),
the construction of meaning from text and the socially
interactive nature of reading are intimately connected.
For example, working with young readers and narrative
texts, Lysaker and her colleagues (Lysaker & Miller,
2012; Lysaker, Tonge, Gauson, & Miller, 2011) developed
a fundamentally social view of reading engagement and
instruction: Relationally Oriented Reading Instruction
(RORI). RORI is grounded in research on social imagi-
nation (Fernyhough, 2008), dialogism (Hermans &
Kempen, 1993), and literary theory (Rosenblatt, 1983).
RORI views engaged reading primarily as a site for
the development of a dialogic, relational, narrative
self—the development of a human being. It assumes that
language events like reading and the conversations in
which they are embedded become the raw materials for
the construction of self, including, for example, the
capacity for social imagination and the construction of
other. As such, reading provides a foundation for the
relational properties of communities and relational
capacities of community members. It appears that this
kind of flexibility, and the relational capacity of social



imagination that affords it, might similarly be necessary
for deep engagement.

In other words, a transactional view of the reading
process offers new meaning to engaged readers’ “con-
struction of meaning from text, and [being] socially
interactive while reading” (Guthrie, Wigfield, & You,
2012, p. 602). Lysaker and Miller (2012) argue that such
dialogic encounters “might be necessary for deep
engagement” (p. 21). From this viewpoint, engaged
reading offers the possibility of expanding the capacity
for social imagination in the reader’s own life, poten-
tially changing readers’ social behavior (Kaufman &
Libby, 2012; Lysaker et al., 2011) and life narratives—
their possible selves (Markus & Nurius, 1986). In this
sense, as Deakin Crick (2012) argues, the engagements
necessarily would have ethical/moral implications.
Indeed, from this perspective, engaged reading is fun-
damentally about highly consequential dimensions of
readers’ socioemotional lives.

Young Adult Literature
and Engagement

Young adult literature is potentially a useful tool for
engaged reading among adolescents. Contemporary
selections in particular are inherently relevant in that,
by design, they are responsive to the emotional and cul-
tural challenges young people face in their everyday
lives. Engagement with such texts invites dialogic rela-
tionships with the characters whose narratives have
relevance for readers’ lives (Rosenblatt, 1983). Indeed,
Coats (2011) suggests that young adult literature

is itself dialogic—that is, it participates in the vibrant and
constantly shifting cultural dialogue regarding what we
value and how our lives might be lived both responsibly and
responsively in the face of increasing globalization,
perspective-altering technologies, and ideological challenge
and change. (p. 320)

Features of contemporary texts, such as multiple
narrators, shifting perspectives, and multimodalities,
invite readers to consider varied viewpoints on personal
and social problems, including those normally under-
represented. In the process, they “call [the] moral uni-
verse into question” (Coats, 2011, p. 322), leaving issues
of equity and identity and the tensions between stability
and growth not as lessons to be learned but as points of
uncertainty, thus inviting readers to construct mean-
ings in the world of the text and to seek potential mean-
ings with others outside of the text.

There is reason to suspect, then, that opportunities
to select young adult literature, typically situated in the
social networks with which adolescents identify, would
foster engaged reading. Indeed, in a survey about ado-
lescents’ reading habits outside of school (Moje, Overby,

Tysvaer & Morris, 2008), nearly a third of respondents
reported reading young adult novels but not necessarily
the texts that are valued in school. In reflecting on this
finding, Moje and colleagues suggest that we may be
selling short the potential of literature to positively
influence adolescent development because of what we
have observed in traditional settings characterized by
whole-class assigned readings and teacher-directed
instruction.

Implicit in this observation is the possibility that if
adolescents were provided with the reading materials
they valued, we might gain new insights into the nature
of their engaged reading experiences and associated
outcomes. Perhaps the failure of research to provide
these insights is due to the absence of personally rele-
vant texts in secondary English classrooms (Lewis &
Dockter, 2011) where required canonical texts from
American and British literature, rather than engage-
ment, anchor the curriculum (Applebee, 1993; Hale &
Crowe, 2001; Sewell, 2008; Yagleski, 2005).

Student Perspectives and Methods
for Research on Engagement

Fredricks, Blumenfeld, and Paris (2004) critically
reviewed the methods commonly used to measure
behavioral, cognitive, and emotional engagement, the
current cornerstones of student engagement research.
First, they suggest that observational techniques, such
as those used to evaluate behavioral engagement, often
fail to account for the quality of students’ thinking and
participation. Furthermore, the researchers argue that
interpretations of student behavior can be misleading,
citing a study by Peterson, Swing, Stark, and Wass
(1984) in which students observed to be on task were
actually not thinking about the material at hand. Con-
versely, students who appeared unengaged were actually
involved in deep thinking about the material.

Second, Fredricks and colleagues (2004) describe
shortcomings in the types of self-report measures often
used to measure emotional and cognitive engagement.
They point out that surveys of emotional engagement,
measured by items addressing general emotions such as
happy, sad, interested, or bored, do not reveal the pre-
cise source of emotions. The researchers also describe
cognitive engagement as inherently difficult to measure
and impossible to capture through observation. Even in
self-report scenarios, students are commonly asked to
think about their cognition hypothetically rather than
attached to specific activities. Survey items such as “I
pay attention in class” (Reeve & Tseng, 2011, p. 259)
offer some information about general tendencies but no
insight into the qualities of engagement in a specific
context. Indeed, Eccles and Wang (2012) observe that
engagement itself might be “content specific,” noting
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“many of the existing engagement measures are quite
general, rarely focusing on specific tasks, situations, or
subjects” (p. 137).

Surveys and questionnaires that leave students lit-
tle room to elaborate might also mask the dimensions
of engagement that students find most important. For
example, in a large-scale survey of high school engage-
ment (Yazzie-Mintz, 2007), students were asked to
respond to 100 items that included multiple-choice
questions and focused short-answer questions. The
last question, however, was open ended and invited
students to comment on whatever they deemed impor-
tant. Themes emerging from the analysis of this item
centered on how relationships and learning mattered
over conventional forms of achievement—a departure
from the content and focus of the multiple-choice
and short-answer items. In short, surveys and observa-
tions alone narrow the potential for gaining new
insights into the processes leading to engagement, the
nature of engagement, and the potential outcomes of
engagement.

Additional gaps in the research on engagement
include limited information on engagement as a multi-
dimensional construct that combines not only behav-
ioral, cognitive, and emotional engagement (Reeve,
2012) but also other possible dimensions such as agentic
engagement (Reeve, 2012). According to Fredricks et al.
(2004), the emphasis in current research on variable-
centered models fails to capture the possible inter
actions among the different constructs, thus offering
“little information about interactions or synergy”
(p. 87). The researchers hypothesize that methods that
consider simultaneously the various dimensions of
engagement would “allow for fuller characterizations of
individuals” (p. 83). Fredricks et al. call for qualitative
approaches—seldom used in student engagement
research—as a way to help fill this gap. The present
study, centering on student interviews about engaged
reading in young adult literature—a specific kind of
activity with potentially its own unique dimensions—
addresses this void.

The present study is based on the premise that mid-
dle school students given opportunities to select person-
ally meaningful young adult literature, autonomy in
their use of that material, and time to read will readily
become engaged in reading. The second premise is that
interviews with students who have experienced exten-
sive engaged reading will likely provide insight into the
nuances and significance of engaged reading. We posed
the following research questions:

« What do students perceive to be the outcomes of
engaged reading of young adult literature?

« What do students perceive to be the causal processes
of engaged reading?
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Methodology

This is a qualitative study of the processes and out-
comes of an instructional focus on engaged reading.
Our data collection and analyses are informed by socio-
cultural theories, particularly by theories related to the
development of personhood (Deakin Crick, 2012;
Stetsenko, 2012; Sugarman, 2005), that is, the notion
that persons develop through entrenchment in socio-
cultural contexts and within relationships, but not
without agency.

Instructional Context

Two years prior to the present study, all four eighth-
grade English teachers in one middle school decided to
focus on student engagement by supporting autonomy
and personal relevance. They abandoned whole-class
assigned classic texts in favor of student-selected, self-
paced reading within a collection of materials dealing
with issues and concepts of high interest to students,
primarily edgy, contemporary young adult fiction. In
interactions with students, the teachers focused on
engagement, following and stimulating students’ lines
of inquiry rather than doing comprehension checks.
The students read at their own pace and were no longer
held responsible for any particular assignments associ-
ated with the books (e.g., projects, quizzes). The teachers
encouraged the students to read at home, and no addi-
tional homework for English was assigned. This shift in
learning environment had three central components,
ceding to the students both choice of reading material
and choice of how to respond and introducing them to
many personally relevant books. There were no sub-
stantive changes to the writing curriculum, and these
changes did not take place in the seventh-grade
curriculum.

The teachers continued this practice upon entering
the year of the present study having become increas-
ingly knowledgeable of young adult fiction and narra-
tive nonfiction, particularly the types of texts of interest
to eighth-grade students in their community. A large
proportion of these books contained stark realities (e.g.,
sexual abuse, suicide) and moral uncertainties. There
were 150-200 different titles available in each class-
room, with only one to three copies of each book. The
classroom collections were rotated among classrooms
every nine weeks to maintain student access to new
texts. During the first week of school, the teachers
reserved a day in which all students gathered in the au-
ditorium during their English block to hear a series of
book talks presented by the teachers. Each student was
given a bookmark on which to write the titles of texts
that piqued their interest. Thereafter, the teachers intro-
duced new books on a regular basis during regular class
times.



Although there were subtle differences between the
teachers, all of the English classes began with a substan-
tial amount of time devoted to student reading, followed
by a teacher read-aloud of a young adult book and end-
ing with time devoted to student writing. Although writ-
ing instruction and student experiences with writing
were often connected to the students’ self-selected texts,
the present study emphasizes student engaged reading.

The Demographic Context

The setting for this study includes all eighth-grade
English classrooms in a public middle school (grades
6-8) serving a mid-Atlantic town with a population of
approximately 22,000. U.S. Census Bureau (2010) data
indicate the median household income in this commu-
nity is $41,000, with 13% living below the poverty line.
The school had 670 students, 47% of whom were eligible
for free or reduced-price school lunch. The percentages of
ethnicities were Caucasian 72%, African American 16%,
Hispanic 11%, and other ethnicities less than 1%. Each of
the four English teachers instructed three 90-minute
classes of 17-20 students. Three of the 12 sections were
designated as honors classes and two sections as inclusive
classrooms. The 71 participating students were those who
gave assent and had their parents’ consent. The percent-
ages of these students’ ethnicities were Caucasian 68%,
African American 27%, and Hispanic 5%.

Data

Because our research questions demanded student per-
spectives on their own development and insider knowl-
edge of processes, our primary data were end-of-year
student interviews (n = 71) in May. State test scores from
the current and previous school year were available for
all eighth-grade students but identified only for students
in the study. One interviewed student was absent for the
test. There was no difference between the mean test
scores of the interviewed group (1 = 70) and those who
were not interviewed (n = 162; t = 0.399, df = 230,
p = .691). The group variances were also comparable:
F=2.535, p =113, Levene’s test.

Our student interview questions reflected the inten-
tions of our research goals, that is, to understand the
range of outcomes of engagement and the processes
supporting engagement as perceived by students. We
sought information on depth of engagement and how
students experienced compelling young adult texts as
well as students’ sense of agency in reading. Because we
were drawing on theories of personhood (Stetsenko,
2012; Sugarman, 2005) and its possible relationship to
engagement, we also asked about perceived change in
self and in students’ ways of thinking. To understand
the social outcomes of engagement, we initially asked
only about talk related to reading. In initial interviews,

we noticed students, unprompted, were mentioning
changes in their relationships because of these conversa-
tions, so after 36 interviews, we followed up by directly
asking whether reading and talking about text had
affected relationships. We asked about how reading at
home had changed, what students expected would hap-
pen with their reading in summer, what they learned as
readers, and finally, whether there was anything else
they would like to add. A list of all interview questions
is included in the Appendix.

The following were the secondary data sources in-
tended for comparison with the interviewswere:

o End-of-year interviews with all four English
teachers to explore their instructional decisions
and their observations of significant changes in
practice and student behavior

o Observational data obtained approximately two
full days each week spent in classroom visits

o On-the-fly conversations with students during
English class time

o Videotapes and audiorecordings of student-
initiated small-group discussions of books

Analysis

Our primary strategy was an inductive analysis of the
71 student interviews to identify the scope and nature of
the outcomes of engaged reading. We began with open
coding, each author independently coding, line by line,
five arbitrarily selected interviews. We then collabora-
tively sought tentative emerging axial codes (Strauss &
Corbin, 1998). This process was repeated with the next
five arbitrarily selected interviews, and then the next
five, in the context of the developing axial codes. This
was followed by two cycles of 20 interviews each.

This process produced continual refinements. For
example, early on we had axial codes for “community”
(e.g., inclusiveness, symmetrical power structures, notic-
ing others’ interests and change, class history of talk top-
ics, reference to we as community) and “relationships”
(e.g., breaking the ice, generating new relationships,
trust, deepening relationships). Ultimately, we eliminat-
ed the category of “community” as largely redundant
with “relationships,” with some codes moved to other
categories. For example, “class history of talk topics”
became part of an emerging category “talk through and
about books,” and “reference to we as community”
became part of the emerging category “identities/selves.”

We then turned to the other data sources for
corroborating evidence. For example, observational
instances such as a student finishing a book, immedi-
ately turning to the student seated behind her to insist,
“You have got to read this book!,” and then offering a
summary provided supporting documentation for the
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category “talk through and about books.” When the
student who was told about the book consequently
decided to read it, to the delight of the instigator, we not-
ed evidence for the category “agency,” specifically the
subcategory “social agency.” We continued to compare
secondary data sources for verification to the point
where saturation signaled to us a satisfying conceptual
framework that included 15 major categories of out-
comes and several subcategories. These were sufficiently
comprehensive to accommodate all codes but sufficient-
ly unique to be reliably identifiable. Indeed, independent
coding of the remaining 16 transcripts (22% of the data)
by the two authors produced an inter-rater reliability of
90.6%. Much of the remaining disagreement was con-
strained to cross-coding of two categories, “intellectual
stance” and “moral stance,” so we collapsed these into a
single category called “intellectual and moral stance.”

The Results section of this article is structured
around these codes, with clarifying descriptions and
examples. In some instances, a single extended example
suffices, whereas in others, multiple shorter examples
are needed. To be clear about the prevalence of each
construct, we identify the number of students whose
transcripts showed at least one instance of evidence for
the construct. As an additional potential outcome, we
offer a pretest/posttest analysis of test scores.

During the course of our primary analysis of the
interviews, we discovered explicit statements from stu-
dents in which they offered what they viewed as causal
links in their engaged reading. For example, one student
observed, “Well, free verse made me get into reading. I
used to not like [reading].” This is a clear statement that a
particular kind of book produced more engaged reading.
Similarly, a student observed, “It’s like the books have me
more focused on reading than just, like, messing around
in class.” In this example, the student argues that books
occupy his mind, which reduces disruptive behavior.
These statements potentially shed light on the network of
processes through which the outcomes occurred. Thus,
we conducted a second analysis of the data to identify the
range of causal process statements made by students.

We independently reread the data, seeking instanc-
es of causal statements, and found 317 instances in
which both researchers identified a statement as causal
and identified the specific cause(s) and consequence(s).
To address instances on which we disagreed, we
attempted to further operationalize causal statements
by listing the range of causal phrases, such as made me,
because, so, and now, gave me, and brought me out to be.
The list became very long and still failed to cover
examples like “T have a bit more sympathy now. After
reading Not Simple [by Natsume Ono], it’s hard not to.”
Consequently, we operationally defined causal process
statements as only those instances that both researchers
independently identified as such.
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We then organized the statements into groups by
causal relationships, resulting in 37 categories of
relationships. Some statements included simple rela-
tionships (e.g., reading a particular book caused
self-regulation). However, many statements included
multiple causal relationships, for example, Marcus not-
ed, “We talk about what we want [to read] next...a book
like Stolen [by Lucy Christopher] kind of helps you
make new friends...people, like, I would never have
talked to last year, we’ve become, like, friends through
books.” Here, we identified one process link between a
specific book and talking about a book and a second
link between talking about a book and the development
of relationships. These causal process statements are
unique to individual students, yet overlapping, and col-
lectively suggest an extended web of linked processes.

Finally, as a third level of analysis, we constructed
five case studies: three studies of individual students,
one study of two students in relationship with each oth-
er, and one study of three students with shared experi-
ences. The purpose of developing these narratives was
to understand the interrelatedness of processes and out-
comes within individuals and the processes that
explained the proposed outcomes. We present one of
these cases to illustrate this interrelatedness while main-
taining a sense of the person-level wholeness of the data,
not as representative of the full diversity of cases.

Results

Our first question, “What do students perceive to be the
outcomes of engaged reading of young adult literature?,”
called for a descriptive analysis of the dimensions of
achievement resulting from engagement with young
adult literature. We present these dimensions, each with
a brief description, the number of students reporting it,
examples from interview data, and an example from an
additional data source. For our second question, “What
do students perceive to be the causal processes of
engaged reading?,” we report and illustrate the network
of relationships students describe. We close this section
with a case study that demonstrates the cascading effect
of the learning environment on development within one
student, and its relational implications.

Students’ Perceptions of the
Outcomes of Engaged Reading
of Young Adult Literature

Engaged Reading (n = 71)

Evidence for engaged reading included student reports
of reading for extended periods within and outside of
school and beyond sanctioned times. Josiah observed, “I
be getting in trouble for reading my book when I'm not



supposed to be, in math class or something. He’ll say,
‘Put your book away.’ Paul always get in trouble for
reading his books.” Tory confessed, “I usually read, like,
all the time at night...if I hear [my parents] come
upstairs, I'll, like, just put it under my covers, then they
go away, and I'll start reading again.”

We often observed students continuing to read as
teachers moved on to other activities. For instance, one
day we noted, “Reading time in class ended at 2:20, Nikki
[kept] reading until 2:47.” Students reported prioritizing
reading over other activities (e.g., “T'll go home, and T'll get
engaged in a book instead of just get on the computer and
watch TV and stufflike that.”), and they noticed that same
trend in others (e.g., “I see my friend Edward reading a lot.
He’s always talking about how he’s reading at home and,
like, reading more than playing video games.”). Most
students viewed the decision to read voluntarily as a sub-
stantial change As Max put it, “Last year I didn’t read at
all. The only book I read is The Outsiders [by S.E. Hin-
ton]...but now I read whenever I can get the chance.”

Engagement was evident not just in the time stu-
dents spent reading but also in how they talked about
their involvement with text, which they juxtaposed with
passive, compliant reading of the past. For instance,
Lacey noted,

Before I Fall [by Lauren Oliver] is one of those, like, the first
books I've ever truly gotten into, like one of those books
where you could really picture yourself in that scene. Like
you feel like you're with them...I used to hate to read. I
didn’t read at all. I'd sit there and turn the pages when the
teacher looked at me, and that was pretty much it.

The last part of Lacey’s statement—a confession of past
noncompliance and the realization of engagement as an
alternative—occurred frequently and explicitly in the
data. For example, Kely stated,

Before this year, we kind of had to read books they assigned
to us, so I'd pretend to read it, and I just wouldn’t care about
books at all. But now they give us a choice if we want to read
it, where we get to pick the book that we read. I actually read
it instead of pretending to read it.

Related, students reported that their reading experiences
lingered with them even after they finished a text (e.g.,
“It’s a really good book, and I keep thinking about it.”).

Students’ involvement in books, though, did not
stop at attention to story lines. Their comments indicate
dialogical relationships within books. Addie described
it this way: “I feel so connected to the characters that I
don’t want to leave them...I have a special bond with the
characters, cause I just feel like I was in the book, and I
was there beside them the whole time.” About The Book
of Bright Ideas by Sandra Kring, Addie confessed, “I fell
in love with [the main] character...like, every day, I'm
thinking what would Freeda do?”

At a time when she was going through personal
struggles, Maya described a mutually beneficial rela-
tionship between herself and the main character of De-
lirium by Lauren Oliver: “’Cause right now she’s having
problems of her own....It’s like 'm helping her with her
problems, as well as she’s helping me.” Students indi-
cated that they sometimes struggled with characters’
emotional states. For instance, Wes was frustrated with
the main character of Gym Candy by Carl Deuker,
whose father had taught him to stifle his emotions: “It
kind of made me think that he thinks that football is his
life. There’s no crying in football, so there’s no crying in
life,” and as if speaking directly to the character, “It’s
kind of like some people need to cry. So when some-
thing like that happens, just let it out.”

Talk Through and About Books (n = 65)

Closely tied to engaged reading in the data was evidence
of widespread talk inspired by students’ experiences
with books, both within and outside of school and with
peers, teachers, and family members. Students reported
that spontaneous conversations occurred in English
class, often when small groups of students ended up
reading the same book. As Amber described it,

We have a lot of group discussion about books. Like I got
this book, Go Ask Alice [by Anonymous], and I told [my
teacher] about it....So, I read it, and she read, and because of
me reading it, we got the whole class to read it. They wanted
to borrow my copy and hers. And we’ve had, like, discussions
of that, and we compared that book to, like, Crank [by Ellen
Hopkins]....I haven’t read Crank yet, but we compared it to
different books like that, and it just got us into this
discussion. And Go Ask Alice, we always seem to go back to
that one, trying to compare.

There was talk around problem solving (e.g., “Me
and Layla were reading the books at the same time, so
we would talk to each other about it, and then I would
have to go back and reread or whatever and figure out
what they were trying to say.”) and book recommenda-
tions (e.g., “Students, they would come to me and be
like, “Oh, girl, you need to read this.””). We observed and
teachers reported that student-initiated talk was com-
mon and that its purpose was not necessarily for clarifi-
cation or recommendation, per se. As one teacher
explained,

They are so excited about what they’re reading, and they love
what they’re reading. They sit and tell you everything. They
don’t care whether you know the book or not. They don’t
love the affirmation. They just want the avenue to talk.

But talk was not limited to English class. For
instance, Marty explained, “It happens a lot in math....
I’ll be like, ‘Oh, Dustin, you should read this book, and
I'll tell him what it’s about. He’ll want to read it. He’'ll do
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the same thing.” The cafeteria was mentioned frequent-
ly, as in this comment from Kelly:

It’s a common thing at our lunch table to talk about the
books we’re reading, ‘cause we all take them to lunch, even
though we don’t read them at lunch. It’s just, they come
around everywhere with us...it doesn’t even seem like nerdy.
It’s just what’s been going on. We talk about the characters...
and how it’s different than other books we’ve read.

Talking about books extended beyond the school day
(e.g., “T'll call and talk about the book I'm reading.”) and
with friends from other schools (e.g., “sometimes my
friends on the swim team”). Thirty-one of the 71 students
interviewed made references to conversations with family
members about books. For instance, Jonathan recalled,

I talk to my dad when he’s home, but he usually be at work
all the time. I only see my dad in the morning and on
weekends. I talk to him about Homeboyz [by Alan Lawrence
Sitomer] and how it relate to my cousin.

Similarly, Maria shared, “I told my mom and my sister
about [Perfect Chemistry by Simone Elkeles] ‘cause it
had a lot do to with, like, gangs and them Latino Bloods
and white people.”

Relationships (n = 50)
Conversations inspired by reading were connected to stu-
dent reports of changes in relationships in and outside of
school. Students shared instances of interacting with
peers whom they would not have otherwise (e.g., “This
morning, this girl, she’s got the book called Scars [by C.A.
Rainfield] that I love, and we just sat there talking like
forever. We had so much to say about it.”) and of using
shared knowledge about books to ease social tension (e.g.,
“It’s like an icebreaker.”). Others reported new friend-
ships (e.g., “We both read that, and we talked about how
much we liked it, and now we’re really good friends.”) and
the deepening of existing relationships (e.g., “One of my
friends who did recommend, like, one book, we really
weren’t that close before, but it turns out we both had an
experience in that book, and we bonded over that.”).
Students reported increased interpersonal trust. As
Harris explained, “I don’t know how to put it, but it’s
just that talk, you get to talk between each other, and
that makes you feel you can trust that person more.”
The trust extended into the whole-class community, as
Monica described:

At the beginning of the year, you’ve known everybody, but
you're not really friends with everybody. And, like, once we
start doing this, and everybody starts speaking out, and,
like, everybody’s having conversations with each other
about it, it seems like you’re friends with everybody.

In addition, relationships between teachers and stu-
dents evolved. As one teacher explained, “They’re
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talking to me as if they’re readers and I'm a reader, so
we’re on an equal playing field. It’s no longer teacher
and student. We're the same.” Similarly, students
reported that engagement opened up communication
with family members. For example, Jackson explained,
“Me and my mom have more things to talk about now.
When she asks me about school, I can say, ‘I read a
book,” give her details about it.”

Identities/Selves (n = 52)

We documented shifts in students’ sense of themselves
and the possibility for change. Most obviously, there
were shifts in students’ self-perceptions as readers, evi-
dent in clear declarations of identity, such as “I'm a
bookworm,” and in statements reflecting the dynamic
nature of becoming a reader, such as “I used to be slow
at reading, but I'm kind of, like, in the middle.” We cap-
tured instances of these changes when students were
cognizant of the difference. For example, we observed
this announcement from Cash one day in class: “I got up
early today to read. I woke up, got right in the shower,
ate, so then I'd have time to read Unwind [by Neal Shus-
terman] before I came to school. It’s good. I've never
done anything like that before.” The shifts from a fixed
view of “who I am” to an understanding of the possibility
of change (“I'm becoming someone different”) and thus
toward the conscious shaping of students’ own futures
extended beyond identity as reader. For example, in
thinking about how reading had changed him, Barry
stated, “I think I got smarter.” Hattie reflected, “I feel like
I used to be a very social person, and I'm not a very aca-
demic person, but I can actually, like, have conversations
about books now, which is kind of weird for me.”

Social Imagination (n = 32)

Expanded social imagination (i.e., the ability to imagine
what is going on in others’ minds and to imagine the
logic of social interaction) was evident in the expanded
competence, and propensity, to recognize the self
in other and the other in self, and in conversational
contributions about socioemotional logic. For example,
Marion reflected.

I thought [Destroying Avalon by Kate McCaffrey] was really
good, really sad at the end. But it just makes you think about,
to pay attention to how people react, to pay attention to how
they’re feeling about stuff. Like when you see people you
don’t really think, you know, you think. well. they don’t have
problems or whatever. But then some of the ones I've read,
you can just understand people better.

Attention to the mental activity of others was also
documented in students’ conversations with one anoth-
er. For instance, Ted shared with his classmates in a
peer-led discussion, “In Why I Fight [by J. Adams Oaks],



this boy burns his house down, and I was thinking how
bad that would feel to burn your house down by acci-
dent and then to get blamed for it.”

Agency (n = 65)

We documented shifts in students’ agency. Students had
a substantially stronger sense that they could have an
effect on things: their own reading, social relationships,
emotions, and life narratives. These claims were also
evident (but not documentable) in a newfound confi-
dence in students’ speech, reflecting a new sense of
competence. We documented five different domains of
agency: (1) agency in reading, (2) social agency, (3) moral
agency, (4) agency with respect to one’s life narrative,
and (5) agency in self-regulation.

Agency in Reading (n = 56)

This refers to a sense of initiative and control in aspects
of reading. For example, “I'll bug my mom to take me to
Books-a-Million to get a book or go to the library more
often. She would usually have to drag me there, but now
I drag her there” or “Then I started trying to find deeper
reading.” Keisha recalled when she began to take control
of her reading:

I was flipping through the pages [of Living Dead Girl by
Elizabeth Scott], and I wasn’t reading, but then I saw a part
where I started to read it, and I was like T'm going back to
the beginning,” and I started reading from the beginning.
Usually I wouldn’t have done that. But that was when I
completely got hooked on all the books that I've read....
When I read Living Dead Girl, my whole perspective
changed cause before I read that book, the books I read were
like completely the opposite of the way I read books now.
’Cause usually it will get boring to me, and I will just read it
because I don’t have anything else to read. But I'm changing
now. It’s like I get something out it of every time I read it.

It was common to see students demonstrating agen-
cy in their reading. For instance, we observed Katrina
writing sticky notes about the multiple first-person
narrators of her book as a way of keeping characters
straight when perspectives shifted across chapters.

Social Agency (n = 33)

This is the sense that the student can or has intention-
ally affected others through his or her actions or that he
or she can arrange for others to affect their own behav-
ior. Most notably, students mentioned that they were
responsible for someone else reading a particular book
(e.g., “I told him he should read it, and he’s reading it
now.”). Social agency was readily observable in the
classrooms. For instance, we witnessed Dean persuad-
ing Gavin: “You really should read Wish You Were Dead.
It’s by Todd Strasser, who wrote Give a Boy a Gun, and
you got me to read that.” We might have coded these as

part of agency in reading, but the category also included
examples of students deliberately making changes in
their peer relationships as a consequence of reading
particular books.

Moral Agency (n = 20)

This refers to morally significant behavioral acts or
intentions and the sense of making a moral difference in
the world. For example, Lindsay described this shift:

I read a couple of books where people get bullied, and it
changes my mind, ‘cause in a couple of books I read, people
commit suicide for it. And in Hate List [by Jennifer Brown],
that book is really good, and it changes my mind about how
people feel about things. And even, like, a little comment
can change someone’s life. And, like, the other day, I saw
people on Facebook picking on this one girl, like, saying
nobody liked her because she was ugly and had no friends.
And I kind of put a stop to it. I told them it was wrong and
that people commit suicide for it all the time. So, it changed
my way of seeing things. Normally I wouldn’t have said
anything to stop. But now, if I see anything, I stop it.

Notice that this example includes a clear argument
for a causal relationship between engaged reading, par-
ticularly the book Hate List, and a commitment to mor-
al action. Such causal statements are discussed later in
the article. Similar commitments were observed in
student-student conversations.

Agency in Life Narratives n = 27)

This refers to a student’s intention to live differently and
make positive life decisions. For example, Maggie told
others in a small-group discussion, “Like when I read
November Blues [by Sharon M. Draper], I was like, yeah,
I'm not going to do that kind of stuff.” Brent told peers
in a small-group discussion that Gym Candy

showed me just what steroids could do to you and how
it can affect the relationship between you and your
friends and affect the relationship between you and your
sport. But I mean, like, the biggest problem for me is, like, if
I did that, I would be getting kicked off the team. I mean,
‘cause then I couldn’t play another high school sport for the
rest of my life, or I couldn’t play any college sport or anything
like that. But then again, I wouldn’t want to lose my friends
or stufflike that ‘cause I know that that’s what it does for you
now. And they say it has real bad health effects on you, too,
like your body.

In some cases, these were dually coded. For exam-
ple, if agency with respect to life narrative had a clear
moral thrust (as opposed to, e.g., an occupational direc-
tion), with a commitment to make morally significant
decisions in one’s life, it would be coded as representing
both forms of agency, as in this comment from Maisha:

When I read [The Rose That Grew From Concrete by Tupac
Shakur], it makes me think about how his environment was
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growing up. I mean, I lived it. My mom, she had me when
she was 17. Didn’t know exactly where she was going. So, it
was kind of hard, but...his words reminded me of my own
self in a way, but it made me feel like I should be more
thankful cause I used to be a brat. It makes me feel I should
be more thankful and take more responsibility and doing
things that I think are right and trying to help other people
out. When I grow up, I'm going to college to become a
criminal justice detective or a social worker or something
like that. I feel like I have a way in life of helping a lot of
people.

Agency in Self-Regulation (n = 40)
This is students’ ability to regulate their own emotional,
academic, and social behavior and to take responsibility
for making good decisions. Some students recognized
their self-regulation as a conscious, deliberate achieve-
ment, but other students simply recognized a new fact
about their behavior.

Examples of the former are Carrie’s comment in
class discussion, “I like to read slowly so I can think
about things,” and Addie’s observation:

Like the cool thing about reading is that when I'm really upset
or something, and I need to get something off my mind, I'll
just go read a book, and I'll snap out of it during the reading
time, and I'll just feel much better. And it calms you down.

An example of the latter is Maya’s observation:

Reading has really brought me out to be another person, to be
someone that I used to not be. Because I used to be all mean,
and just, hateful. I used to be rude and disrespectful, but I'm
polite now, and I learned how to not be so rude and have
manners.

Intellectual and Moral Stance (n = 22)

Students reported being more curious, being more
interested in and open to other ways of thinking about
things, and being more intentional as listeners. They
also reported a stronger sense of intellectual compe-
tence and pursued further information about aspects of
books they were reading, such as metallurgy or aspects
of armed forces.

As Roger shared, “I think I've gotten more open-
minded because of the stuff I read...more open-minded
and more willing to listen.” Other students pointed to
shifts related to a specific experience, such as when
Addie confessed to peers in a small-group discussion,

Evolution, Me and Other Freaks of Nature [by Robin Brande],
that was a hard book for me to process because it was about
religion. I didn’t like it at first because it made me question
my religion. But then the more I got into it, the more I
thought it was good for me to question it.

Students reported taking a different moral stance,

particularly being slower to judge and being prepared to
act to prevent inequities. For example, in response to the
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question “Has anything you've read changed the way
you think about things?,” Felicity reflected on a charac-
ter from Because I Am Furniture by Thalia Chaltas:

She is actually just like furniture there. She watches her
other two siblings getting abused, one sexually, the other
physically. And in a way, I think she’d rather have that than
not be treated in any way. At first I thought that’s kind of
sick, but when you read the book, you kind of understand
how she feels in a way. You really can’t judge a person and
how they feel unless you're in that same situation.

Happiness (n = 19)

Students showed evidence of an increase in aspects of
happiness. Although there was happiness as in the plea-
surable life (e.g., “fun,” “enjoy”), there was a stronger
sense that students had more meaningful and engaged
lives (Seligman, Steen, Park, & Peterson, 2005). Given
that their chosen books are mostly edgy and disturbing,
their engagement was not with pleasure reading.

The engagement itself was satisfying to them, and
the meaningfulness it brought to their own lives
through their reflections, analyses, and relationships
was satisfying. The students became engaged in person-
ally meaningful ways with books and with others. Some
students also admitted to having begun the year with a
simmering anger because of their personal, economic,
or family situation, but reading books in which plausible
characters, with whom they could relate, have lives
much harder than theirs, gave them a different perspec-
tive on their own lives. For example, Hattie reflected on
changes in her state of mind after reading Chasing
Brooklyn by Lisa Schroeder, in which characters are
dealing with grief and loss: “When I was younger, I lost
my best friend. It was really hard for me, but books like
that really take me back and help me remember her but
without getting really upset.”

Students also reported more personal satisfaction.
As Amber noted,

I've learned a lot from books, I guess, because you do get an
appreciation for what you do have and, like, for being
thankful for the happiness and joy in your life. Some of
those books, it’s crazy what’s in there.

Knowledge (n = 55)

Students reported expanding their world knowledge.
Paul observed, “I think I got smarter [this year]. Just
reading, I think it helps you to get more knowledge.” In
this category, we included their comments about
increased knowledge of the world, self, and relation-
ships. For example, Derek mentioned the acquisition of
relevant factual knowledge:

Like my friend went in the army, and I didn’t know how it
was like over there until I read another book. It’s called [The]
Army [by John Hamilton], and I read that, and it really tells



you about how they get ready and all that, and how they get
trained and how long does it take.

Lindsay pointed to her growing knowledge of social
and personal matters:

Like with bullying, I kind of know how to put a stop to it, or
like when someone is going through a death, I know how to
give them space or also help them out....It kind of helps me
have an idea of what to do.

Another kind of knowledge that students were
accumulating was knowledge about books. However, be-
cause every student offered such knowledge, the category
was sufficiently large to be addressed separately.

Book Knowledge (n = 71)

Students identified the kinds of books made available as
particularly significant, and they mentioned specific
book titles, genres, and book characteristics. Character-
istics such as intense, disturbing, and personally rele-
vant were critical. Across the 71 interviews, there were
327 instances of students naming specific text titles,
including 159 distinct titles.

Students also developed knowledge about how texts
work. For example, having read Crank, Howie realized,

I'just kept going, and I realized the way it was written. You
gotta read something else first, like, ‘cause on the pages,
there’s a, like, title almost on top of each and every page. It
helps to read that.

Brady described the value of first-person point of
view: “If you think of, like, [the character] writing it,
you actually...like all the thoughts, like, going through
his mind....You get what’s going on in their head, and
you don’t have to make it up.”

Wide Reading (n = 20)

Some students focused on a particular genre of texts,
but many found themselves expanding their reading
tastes, such as Richie, who explained,

I never liked books that were true—true stories. But when
they let us start reading the Ellen Hopkins books this year,
and I started reading Crank, and I started reading
biographies and...[autobiographies]. Now I read those, and
normally I like fantasy.

For some students, the broadening of reading inter-
ests appeared to be inspired by peers. For instance, Ken-
neth, who stuck mainly with fantasy early in the year,
was reading the realistic fiction novel Twisted by Laurie
Halse Anderson in class after learning about it in Joey’s
book talk. Kenneth also talked in class about reading
Homeboyz, which is urban fiction.

Critical Reading (n = 13)

Students became more thoughtful about who writes
texts, what authors are trying to do (using particular
rhetorical strategies), and how texts might have been
written or presented. Some students wondered why au-
thors made particular decisions. For instance, in a class
discussion, students questioned why Elizabeth Scott,
the author of the dark and disturbing Living Dead Girl,
wrote a number of lighter, romantic, and to them, less
compelling books. Other students, such as Alicia,
offered specific criticism:

Like some authors are, like, choppy. I guess they don’t really
follow their own logic. And like everyone loves Nicholas
Sparks, and yeah, his plots are really good, but I feel like he
should be a movie director, not a writer, because it’s almost
like he’s got too much going in his brain at once, so he’s
getting it all confused on paper.

Writing (n = 8)
Some students, like Harris, reported improvement in
their writing:

My vocabulary has changed a lot and conversation. Then,
reading and stuff helps you when you gotta type or write
something, you know, the punctuation and all that stuff,
‘cause you see a lot of books. And some books have
dialogue...you see all that.

Other students used books as writing models or
inspiration. For instance, Gracie shared with her class-
mates her unassigned two-page poem about the main
character of Living Dead Girl.

Reading Mechanics (n = 25)

Students mentioned improvements in, for example,
their reading speed, vocabulary development, grammar,
comprehension, ability to figure out difficult words, and
strategies for resolving confusions. For example: “Man-
ga...I'm down to where I can read one in half an hour,”
and “T've learned how to get through words if I find
them challenging, just to find the root words, put them
together.”

Test Scores and Grades

Students did refer to grades and levels, but there were
changes in students’ test scores from seventh grade,
which retained the traditional curriculum, to eighth
grade, with the engaged reading curriculum. The
percentage of students passing the test went from 78% in
seventh grade to 85% in eighth grade, while the percent-
age at the state level stayed fairly constant (89% in
seventh grade to 90% in eighth grade). Table 1 shows
that the shift did not simply reduce the tail of the distri-
bution but moved students out of the lowest passing cat-
egory as well. A dependent t-test showed that the change
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TABLE 1
Percentage of Students in the Study Who Were Within
State Test Score Bands

Passed or % in seventh- % in eighth-

failed Score band grade band grade band

Passed Range: 36.9 36.2
500-600

Passed Range: 32.4 41.4
425-499

Passed Range: 10.7 7.8
400-424

Failed Range: <400 20.1 14.6

in test scores from seventh to eighth grade (x = 467.49 to
479.59) was significant (t = -3.89, df = 219, p = .00).
Although the effect size was modest (d = .27), no differ-
ence would still indicate a full year’s growth.

Other changes were also evident. The pass rate for
the economically disadvantaged group went from 69% to
81%, Hispanic students from 82% to 91%, African Amer-
ican students from 63% to 65%, and boys from 72% to
81%. Not all students improved, however. Two students
who passed the test in seventh grade failed in eighth
grade. One simply refused to bother with the test and,
according to his teacher, finished the test in five minutes.
The second was emotionally distraught because her twin
sister was expelled from school within the previous 48
hours. The only others to fail the test were students with
individualized education plans who faced the test for the
first time, having previously been judged on portfolios,
and some of these students came close to passing the test.

TABLE 2
Causal Linkages Perceived by Students in the Study

We are struck by the sheer scope of the outcomes
evident in the data and the fact that students commonly
traced these changes to dimensions of engaged reading.
Although we are referring to these constructs as out-
comes of the learning environment, each (except
perhaps the last) can also be viewed as a link in quite
complex causal webs, which we explore next.

Students’ Perceptions of the Causal
Processes of Engaged Reading

The constructs described so far can be linked to a decep-
tively modest change in the learning environment. How-
ever, as can be seen in some of the examples already
provided, the students reported quite complex synergistic
networks of causal relationships among the constructs.
These were also supported by classroom observations,
ongoing interviews, and recorded book discussions. The
following further illustrate the range of student causal
statements:

“A little bit ago, I had this realization, that, oh my gosh, I'm
a happy person. It might have been some of the books I've
read, like [The] Rules of Survival [by Nancy Werlin] and
November Blues....I'm, like, I have such an awesome life
compared with other people.”

“I think I've gotten more open-minded because of the stuff I
read. Because it’s something most people wouldn’t really
consider reading. So, I think more open-minded and more
willing to listen.”

Table 2 presents the reported web of linkages. These
are a conservative estimate because they are only those
links that students were consciously aware of and

Perceived cause Perceived consequence

Books

Choice

Engaged reading

Reading mechanics
Relationships
Social imagination

Talk through and
about books

Teacher behavior?
Time to read

Wide reading

Moral agency, social imagination, intellectual and moral stance, agency in reading, engaged reading, life
narratives, talk through and about books, identity/self, knowledge, reading mechanics, happiness

Wide reading, engaged reading, knowledge

Social imagination, intellectual and moral stance, self-regulation, agency in reading, tests and grades, life
narratives, talk through and about books, happiness, identity/self, reading mechanics, wide reading

Agency in reading
Talk through and about books
Intellectual and moral stance

Social agency, relationships, engaged reading

Engaged reading, reading mechanics, knowledge, talk through and about books
Engaged reading

Identity/self

2 Students were specifically prompted to explain how teachers helped them become interested in reading.
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reported unprompted in the interviews and that both
researchers independently identified.

As causal factors, not outcomes, the students also
identified time to read (2), choice (23), teacher behavior
(46), and books (55). Time to read and choice were
singular and specific. “Teacher behavior” included be-
haviors such as read-alouds, connecting students, and
finding the right books. The “books” construct included
the codes relevance, edginess, first person, scarcity,
adult characters, and specific book genres. Only teacher
behavior was directly solicited in the interviews.

Table 2 does not adequately capture the dynamic
and webbed nature of these connections. For example,
one reported pathway was fully reciprocal. Engaged
reading was seen to cause talk about and through books,
which was seen to cause changes in social relationships,
and the reverse causal order was also reported. Our
observations and interviews offered independent evi-
dence of students’ claims. For example, students specifi-
cally pointed to the qualities of the books, particularly
that they were edgy and personally meaningful. These
characteristics commonly produced engagement and
intense responses that demanded to be shared.

For example, a student who had been relatively aloof
finally became fully engaged in a book, reading right
through the class lesson. On completing it, she immedi-
ately turned to another student to insist on sharing her
experience. This intensity of response, in turn, pro-
duced an expectation of a similarly intense response in
others, and students monitored for this to share those
experiences. Two weeks after reading Living Dead Girl,
Addie described how powerful it was and how she could
not stop thinking about it:

[It was] the first book I‘ve read that changed my perspective
on the world. That’s a really powerful book. I read it, [my
English teacher] read it, Lydia took it, Phoebe took it. Shea

read it, and she finished it the next day in Civics. I watched
her finish the book.

Addie’s commentary supported what we observed
in classrooms and was described by students in various
ways. Having intense reactions to books meant that stu-
dents then wanted to engage others’ responses to those
same experiences. This meant keeping track of who was
reading the book and where they were in it to know
when to have conversations about it. The intensity of
Living Dead Girl reaches a peak at the very end of the
book. Once Addie knew, on entering Civics, that Shea
had only 10 pages to go, she knew that Shea would have
to finish it in Civics. She also needed to see her face at
the end to share the intense experience with her and to
subsequently begin the conversations.

The experience, both the face reading and the shar-
ing of emotional experience, in turn, fed the expansion
of social imagination. Both social imagination and the

conversations fed positive relationships among the stu-
dents, reduced the likelihood of disruptive or unfriend-
ly behavior, and ultimately led to the development of
trust.

The intensity of experiences and the links between
those experiences and students’ own lives and histories
made them feel as though they had something to say.
Because the things students had to say to each other
offered new information about the other and about the
morally and emotionally complex text, peers listened to
each other closely. For instance, a group of girls from
across several classes requested time to talk about In
Ecstasy by Kate McCaffrey, a book Kylie described as
“dead on” in its portrayal of tensions within teen rela-
tionships. In the conversation that ensued about trust
issues surrounding the two main characters, Stacey
asked the others, “Like, who would you be in this book?”
Layla affirmed and extended Stacey’s question, adding,
“I think it’s important because it makes you, like, ques-
tion yourself and your relationships with other people.
Like when I was reading that, I was wondering, I was
thinking, “Am I who I want to be?”

Later in the conversation, she reopened this line of
thinking:

Layla: When I was reading this book, I found
myself wondering if 'm, like, where I want
to be, like am I with the people I want to be

with or even like?

Stacey: I have to rethink my friends half the time,
and be like, like I think of this book and
like...am I making the right decision?

Kylie: Am I truly happy here, or am I just telling
myself I'm happy so I don’t like feel bad?
Terry: And then you start to think, is there another

person I keep passing every day in the hall
that could be closer than the ones...

Stacey: Like one of my best friends that I haven’t
even talked to...

Terry: That you haven’t even talked to because the
way they dress, or you heard something, or
you came in at the wrong time in a

conversation.

Being heard in this way reinforced that they had
something important to say, and because the discus-
sions had to do with characters’” experiences, feelings,
and decisions and implicated their own, the conversa-
tions offered a vehicle for expanding social imagination
and relationships.

The conversations that followed these intense and
personally meaningful experiences raised morally and
emotionally complex issues, the exploration of which
led students to reveal a great deal about themselves. For
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instance, Brady and Wes became friends over a com-
mon interest in Gym Candy. Talk about how the main
character’s decision to use steroids connected to his
relationship with his father turned to their own father—
son relationships:

Brady: When I was reading the book, it kind of re-
lated to me. I don’t play football, but my dad
and even my teachers think I should play
football because I'm fast and I'm good at
catching it. So, I was just thinking that I
should. I don’t know. I was talking to my
dad, and I was like, “You were really good,”
‘cause he was talking to me, and he lived in,
like, North Carolina, and we were at this res-
taurant, and there’s actually this newspaper
with, like, his name and this other quarter-
back....I talked to him about [Gym Candy]
when I was there at spring break. I was, like,
reading instead of going to sleep, and he’s
like, “What are you reading?” I'm like, “I'm
reading this book about football.” He’s like,
“Oh.” So, we just talked about it every time
I’d read a chapter. I'd tell him about it.

I played football a little bit when I was
younger, but I didn’t play around here ’cause
I've never met my dad, but I know he played
football [in a neighboring city] when he was
little, so that’s where I went and played foot-
ball at ‘cause that’s where my mom wanted
me to so I could kind of get the feel of how
he played when he was younger. But it’s kind
of like I don’t know how far my dad went
with it, so I gotta kind of push myself as far
as I can go with it if I want to make a career
out of it....He left me before I was even born.
He didn’t think I could even accomplish
anything in my life, so if I could do some-
thing like that, it would show him I could
accomplish things, you know?

Wes:

Throughout this process, students found themselves
in conversations with people they would otherwise not
have considered talking with, and they found them-
selves engaged. In the process, they came to understand
people they previously stereotyped in ways that break
down the stereotype, opening new relationships and
building trust. For instance, Alicia disclosed to her
classmates that one book had shed light on family ten-
sion surrounding questions of her own sexual identity:

When I read Keeping You a Secret [by Julie Ann Peters], I

thought, Yeah, like this could happen to me. Like, I'm really

glad my mom understands, but my dad was like a complete
homophobic. I know if he was still living in my house with

my mom, I’d be in a situation where I'd have to go live in a

let’s-be-gay shelter.

268 | Reading Research Quarterly, 48(3)

A classmate, Julia, described in her interview how
this confession influenced students:

I know some books, like Keeping You a Secret is a book that
a lot of people—that some people didn’t really want to read
because they don’t agree with the whole background of it,
the whole gay thing. But some people were really taken to it
and then talked to some of the people in our school that are
like that. I guess got closer to them, too. I thought it was
really good. It was so sad, though, how the girl’s mother
didn’t want her anymore just because of the choice. We were
talking about it in class a little bit. I remember Alicia was the
first one to read it in our class, I think. She was saying how
she loved it and how she, like, cried during some parts and
how she laughed. So that helped more of us to read it. It’s
really good.

Students mentioned the significance of choice in
combination with relevant and engaging books to
choose from as an important factor in their engage-
ment. However, the availability of these books only
made choice possible through interactions with the
teacher and peers; that is, someone had to introduce a
book sufficiently to make it a viable choice. In other
words, the students knew through conversations with
peers and the teacher that engaging books existed. It did
not guarantee that each student immediately found
such a book, but it did centralize the conversations
about books as a means to find a productive experience
and as a means to recruit peers into conversations about
intense experiences.

Thus, relationships were a central part of the pro-
cess, both because friends wanted friends to share the
experience and conversation and because students built
new relationships because of books. By discovering a
peer who had made a similar choice, conversations
began that often led to friendship and, more generally, a
reduction in “othering.”

Choice and edgy, compelling books, along with time
and introductions, commonly led to engagement. Once
engaged, students learned that they were able to resist
distraction and persist for extended periods, giving
them a sense of self-regulation, which they then recog-
nized as a personal competence. However, engaging
books led to intense experiences that needed to be dis-
cussed immediately. Students negotiated in class a shift
from silent reading to somewhat silent reading to allow
them to take up these conversations as they arose.

Because other students were engaged in their own
books, they were largely insulated from the conversa-
tions unless they heard a hint of a conversation in which
they had an interest. In this way, conversations could
draw interested participants, leaving others to pursue
their own reading. Once engaged in books and conver-
sations, students were less inclined to get into trouble or
“drama” and were explicit about this in interviews, sev-
eral reporting that they had explained this to their



parents when their parents had wondered about the
source of the observed change.

A Section of the Whole Cloth

We hope it is clear that these separate threads of causal
connections are thoroughly interconnected and form a
closely woven fabric. However, the fabric is not uniform
and not experienced in the same way by different
students. To give a sense of how these fit together, we offer
a brief case study of one boy;, illustrating both how indi-
viduals’ development is intimately tied to their relation-
ships with others in their lives and extends beyond the
immediate context.

Jeremy began eighth grade with a history of prob-
lems in school and limited positive experiences with
literacy. He had spent a portion of seventh grade in an
alternative school, and eighth grade for him had a shaky
beginning fraught with discipline problems. According
to his teacher, there were even discussions of another
alternative situation because his behavior in English
class was becoming a serious disruption to other stu-
dents’ learning. Early on, Jeremy hinted at a stressful life
outside of school, confessing to Peter, unsolicited, that he
now had no mother and that “all my life I've been
involved in gangs....I'm used to, like, having people die.”

One day he confessed to his English class that he
could not recall ever being hugged. According to his
teacher, some of his classmates snickered at first, slow to
realize that he had just disclosed a sobering and heart-
breaking reality. The Jeremy they knew was more prone
to clowning around and getting in trouble than getting
personal and serious. Their amusement appeared to turn
into concern, however, as they heard Jeremy, this time ad-
dressing only his teacher, ask, “Do you think maybe when
I was really little, my parents hugged me?” This scenario
provided a glimpse into Jeremy’s life, as we were able to
understand it, and it illuminated the intensity and impor-
tance of the changes he experienced across eighth grade,
which were outcomes that began with engagement.

In a beginning-of-the-year interview about his read-
ing, Jeremy could name only one memorable book, Hen-
ry and Mudge by Cynthia Rylant, and he could not recall
a teacher who had inspired him to read any book on his
own. He barely passed the state reading test in seventh
grade, and when asked what he hoped to learn as a read-
er in eighth grade, he replied, “Don’t know.”

The books that first engaged Jeremy in eighth grade
were fictional stories addressing the roots and implica-
tions of violence. He remembered being absent quite a
bit during the time his teacher was reading daily from
Quad by C.G. Watson, about a school shooting, but it
piqued his interest enough to make him try it on his
own. However, it was his experience with another book
that marked a significant turning point:

At the beginning of the year, I didn’t like books at all until I
read one, and that was Homeboyz, and I was like, all right,
they’re interesting. Let’s go onto a second one. I liked that
one, t0o, so I decided to go on to a third one and kept going.

According to Jeremy, “I was just on a roll after that,”
as he found a steady supply of books he wanted to read,
adding, “This is the first year I read more than one
book.” The extent of his absorption in the texts he chose
is evident in how he detailed his habits within and out-
side of school:

Like in the morning, I have first block, and then after first
block, I'll go down to [my English teacher’s] room and pick
up my book. And in [reading intervention class] and science
and all that and in lunch, I'll read, and I’ll read like 40 pages.
And it’s like I fell in love with almost every book, almost....I
read a lot at home now. I decided to spend my money on
books rather than going to 7-Eleven and buying a Slurpee or
something. I go to Books-a-Million near Target. That’s a
good place to find some books.

Gay (first author) noted seeing Jeremy walk across the
hall one day from one room to another, head bent over
into the pages of his book, Street Pharm by Allison Van
Diepen, without ever glancing up from his reading, even
as he took a seat in his next class.

Becoming engaged in texts made it more likely for
Jeremy to persist with difficult reading and to try texts
he might not have otherwise. At the start of the year, he
reported that his strategy for dealing with a confusing
text was to put it back on the shelf. For instance, when
he was reading Boot Camp by Todd Strasser, he reported
to Gay that he was finding some parts boring and con-
fusing, but that as he “pushed through,” things began to
make sense. He reported that friends recommended
Snitch by Allison Van Diepen to him at the beginning of
the year, and at the time, his response was “Naw, not
right now.” But after some good experiences, he returned
to it later in the year. He described a similar experience
with Gym Candy:

I couldn’t get into that book, so I put it down, and then like
three weeks later, I picked it back up and started to read it
again...and I found out it was a good book, too. At first I
didn’t think it was so cool ‘cause I thought it would be about
steroids in the beginning, but he waits until the end, or mid-
dle ways, to start using them.

Asked if he thought he had changed as a person dur-
ing eighth grade, Jeremy described the shift in his abil-
ity to regulate his own behavior, which he explicitly
connected to engagement:

I used to be like super, super, super hyper when I'd come to
school. That was, like, in the beginning of the school year,
too, this year. Now I'm, like, chill. 'm chillaxin’, you know.
Relaxin’, chill in class, doing my work now. And I think that
part of that is because of books. They give me something,
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like, to do when I’'m fidgetive. I'll just turn to the next page
and read instead of getting in trouble.

One interpretation of this explanation of change is
that reading interesting, challenging texts began to
occupy his mind, thus lessening the potential for mis-
conduct. Yet, additional evidence indicates that Jeremy’s
reading was more than just a diversion. Simply put, his
reading caused him to think differently. For instance, he
described his involvement with the main character in
Homeboyz this way:

It just gives me a sense of mind, of what it would be like to
live the life of those people. It has a very good detail about
what he does and how he does it...this feeling that he’s right
there next to you, sitting there talking to you....It, like, takes
you through stages of him growing up, while you're, at the
same time you’re reading the book, youre thinking about
him growing up. So, that makes you want to grow up with
him and, like, be mature and not do, like, stupid stuff. Yeah,
so that book helped me become a better teenager or
something.

This transformational experience is almost defini-
tional of dialogic engagement (Lysaker et al., 2011). Jer-
emy’s attention to the mental and emotional states of the
character, rather than just the action in the text, signi-
fied an expansion of his social imagination. In doing
this, he began to imagine the character’s motives, deci-
sions, and consequences in relation to himself and to
those around him outside of the text. In particular, he
began to reflect on how he wanted to live his life.

These are experiences that Jeremy did not keep to
himself. He reported that conversations about books
occurred sometimes outside of school, such as while play-
ing video games with friends. He explained how his rela-
tionships changed “in a good way” because of reading:

In the beginning of the year, some of my friends would, like,
Danny, he was thinking gangs were all cool, right? And then
Iread Homeboyz, and then I told him to read Homeboyz, and
now he don’t like gangs. He ain’t into them. He’s, like,
friendly now, into sports, just like me. So, all right! Cool. I'm
trying to, persuading other people, to, like, read books, too,
now. The books that I've read, I'll tell them about it, and
they’ll be like, “I already read that. That’s a really good
book.” 'm like, “Yeah it is. You should read the next one.”

According to Jeremy, then, connections with friends
deepened as talking about books became a new dimen-
sion of the relationships. In the process, though, there
are additional developments: Jeremy’s belief that he is
responsible for getting his friend to read a particular
book and, consequently, to think in a different way
suggests a sense of social agency.

Jeremy’s score on his eighth-grade state reading test
was 47 points higher than he had achieved in seventh
grade, giving him not only a solidly proficient status but
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also placing him on a trajectory toward advanced
achievement. What this score fails to illuminate is the
range of development he reported and that we interpret
as the interplay of engaged reading, social imagination,
self-regulation, agency, and relational development.
Again, we present Jeremy’s case as a unique illustration
of the interrelationships among the constructs, not as
modally representative. However, the data contain many
uniquely compelling cases like Jeremy’s.

Discussion

In this article, we drew on student voices to explore the
different processes by which students become engaged
in reading, and the processes and outcomes of
“construct[ing]...meaning from text, and [being] socially
interactive while reading” (Guthrie, Wigfield, & You,
2012, p. 602)—processes and outcomes that are unreal-
ized in standard quantitative approaches to engagement
(Reschly & Christenson, 2012). Our analysis suggests
that while constructing meaning from text, students
were also using text to construct meaning in their lives.

Expanding the Consequences
(and Goals) of Engaged Reading

Our research supports and adds detail to conventional
outcomes of engagement and engaged reading. For
example, students reported increasingly purposeful and
prolonged absorption in books, a strong sense of agency
with respect to their reading, stretching themselves to
their limits, and the deliberate use of the available scaf-
folds (particularly peers) when encountering difficulty.
This perhaps represents the content-specific version of
“agentic engagement” (Reeve, 2012) defined as “stu-
dents’ intentional, proactive, and constructive contribu-
tion into the flow of the instruction they receive” (p. 161)
and measured by items such as “During class, I express
my preferences and opinions’™ (p. 161).

More importantly, the data are consistent with
research on engagement that suggests the necessary
involvement of students’ socioemotional lives (e.g.,
Deakin Crick, 2012) and with research taking a rela-
tional view of reading, which makes similar predictions
(Kaufman & Libby, 2012; Lysaker et al., 2011). Students
took increasing responsibility for not only their “learn-
ing trajectory” and its meaningfulness but also “the
trajectory of his or her particular life story” (Deakin
Crick, 2012, p. 679).

The expanded sense of agency with respect to their
own and others’ behavior, attention, relationships, and
moral and intellectual stance makes it possible for stu-
dents to imagine narrative futures for themselves and to
form a moral basis for those futures. This expands our



understanding of the construction of meaning in, and
the social nature of, engaged reading (Guthrie, Wig-
field, & You, 2012). The meaning being constructed is
not merely about the text but also about the relational
self. Students’ growing social imaginations in the con-
text of the narrative texts they engage allow them to
imagine the historical consequences of decisions and to
construct alternative future-oriented narratives and
possible selves (Markus & Nurius, 1986).

In other words, through their engagement with
these books and one another, these young adults were
recognizing the possibility of, and the cultural tools for,
shaping their individual and collective lives. As part of
their engaged reading, these adolescents experienced
transformed interactions with their social environment,
yet they, in turn, transformed that environment and,
thus, themselves. By showing, to varying degrees, an
awareness of these processes, they appeared to be gain-
ing a sense of agency with respect to their own develop-
ment—their personhood (Stetsenko & Arievitch, 2004).

Student Perspectives on the Causal
Processes of Engaged Reading

Guthrie, Wigfield, and You (2012) opened the door to
understanding the relationship between social interac-
tion and reading engagement by asserting that students
are “socially interactive while reading” (p. 602) and by
examining student collaboration around reading as a
motivational process. In the present study, social activ-
ity was central to engaged reading, occurring inside
books in the form of dialogical relationships with char-
acters and outside of books in dialogical relationships
with others and with selves. These relationships might
more accurately be characterized as transactions rather
than interactions—a distinction Rosenblatt (1985)
insisted on—because of student reports of dynamic
readings of the texts, and of transformations in them-
selves and in the classroom and school communities.

The data also indicate that socially meaningful talk
and active listening lead to a sense of relatedness and of
feeling appreciated and understood by others (Reis,
Sheldon, Gable, Roscoe, & Ryan, 2000), including teach-
ers. As students became more engaged with one another
and with characters in the books in self-generated
discussions, they encountered others and themselves
differently and had an altered sense of the significance
of difference.

We argue that these shifts are neither trivial nor
merely ancillary to the engaged reading process.
Engagement clearly cannot be reduced to a solitary cog-
nitive relationship of focused attention. Rather, in the
context of these texts, engaged reading was fully per-
sonal and fully and inseparably relational. For example,
initially, some students reported focusing on the action

in books, skipping sections devoted to character and
context development but subsequently shifting to deep
engagement with the characters.

In Buber’s (1923/1937) terms, the engagements shift
from an I-it relationship to an I-thou relationship,
within which it is necessary to wrestle with the
emotional significance of the relationship. Without full
social engagement with the characters, reading the book
can remain a third-person, spectator experience. Once a
reader enters the lives of interacting characters, it
becomes a first-person experience—an I-thou engage-
ment—the sort of engagement that is necessary for
development (Kaufman & Libby, 2012; Lysaker et al.,
2011).

Our data also allow reflection on the sequence of
engagement processes in existing engagement models.
Students reported the significance for reading engage-
ment of autonomy and relevance, consistent with self-
determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985). Similarly,
the well-documented role of engagement as a mediator
between instructional context and achievement (Guth-
rie, Wigfield, & You, 2012) was indeed a process rela-
tionship reported by students (e.g., a student becomes
engaged in reading because of available interesting
books, which, in turn, improves reading achievement).

However, our data suggest multidirectional and
reciprocal relationships. For example, standard models
and even some sociocultural models (e.g., Deakin Crick,
2012) suggest that motivation precedes engagement.
Our data suggest that motivations also arise out of the
process of engagement. For example, Brady and Wes
initially opted to read Gym Candy because of their (sur-
face) interest in football, but engaged reading (including
their conversations) established the shared personal
relevance of the difficult father-son relationship in the
book. The motivation to pursue conversation and
further reading arose in the deeply social meaning-
construction process of engaged reading.

The instructional context was often transformed
through processes that began with engaged reading, as
when Amber read Go Ask Alice, introduced it into the
classroom community where it was read and discussed
by others, eventually becoming a touchstone for com-
parisons to other texts, effectively changing the
discourse of the class. Similarly, the book conversations,
including self-revelations, led to a greater sense of trust
in the classroom and a stronger sense of relational ties,
which, in turn, opened more diverse perspectives and
self-revelations and a greater interest in hearing class-
mates’ views, along with greater incentive and leverage
to encourage a peer to read a shared book. The processes
mediating engagement, particularly the social networks
that developed, also included the potential for students
to make visible to one another aspirations that they had
not previously imagined or valued.
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Autonomy is experienced when efforts arise from
personal goals, but personal goals are in part made pos-
sible by the learning community and its relationships
(Stetsenko & Arievitch, 2004). Although a sense of agen-
cy and competence comes about when students realize
that they can achieve a goal they value through strategic
action, this recognition, at least initially, arises after the
fact as they realize what they have accomplished and, hav-
ing accomplished it, value it. Such goals/accomplishments
initially include such things as reading an entire book
and understanding it for the first time, experiencing a
satisfying conversation about a book with another per-
son, or recognizing oneself as successfully engaging in
academic practices.

Initially not imagined as possible goals, once
achieved, they become recognized as goals and as
attainable. The sense of agency produced by these
accomplishments leads students to work harder, to
become more invested in their learning, to persevere in
the face of difficulty (Skinner, Zimmer-Gembeck, &
Connell, 1998), and to stretch to more ambitious goals
(Bandura, 1991). We saw no examples of students choos-
ing particular books because they were easy, presum-
ably because engagement and this sense of agency and
competence only arise with optimally challenging tasks
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1990).

Implications

Yazzie-Mintz and McCormick (2012) note that the cur-
rent linear assembly line model of schools, in which
“materials and parts are assembled to produce identical
products over and over again—puts the focus on only
those factors that are directly associated with a count-
able output measure of achievement (standardized test
scores, graduation rates, etc.)” (p. 758). They ask,

What about the processes, interactions, and relationships...?
What about the consideration of other measures of
achievement, success, and output? What about the
differential ways in which students experience schooling?...
engagement is a complex process that does not happen the
same way every time and with every person. Contrary to
much popular criticism of schooling today, this is a good
thing. (p. 758)

Our data provide support for asking these questions
in the context of engaged reading and suggest that it
might make more sense to view engagement, particu-
larly engaged reading, as an integral part of complex
social practices, that are at once processes and outcomes
and that promote a healthy development of personhood
(Stetsenko, 2008; Stetsenko & Arievitch, 2004).

Our data also raise questions about the assumptions
underlying currently advocated approaches to reading
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instruction in which (a) the role of engagement is mini-
mized, (b) students are all required to read the same text
at the same time, (c) the role of narrative is minimized,
(d) the focus is centrally on an individual cognitive act
without regard for the social nature of development, and
(e) uniform outcomes across students are expected. For
example, a primary argument for all students reading
the same text, particularly classics, includes the need for
people to be able to engage in important common
cultural conversations (Hirsch, 1988).

In this study, students certainly engaged in common
conversations, even though there were only three or
fewer copies of each text, and many read the same text,
just not at the same time. Consequently, students expe-
rienced regular, expanding reviews of a text they had
read, as they took up conversations with current read-
ers, often ones whom they had persuaded to read the
text. Common conversations are perhaps better viewed
as the outcome of motivated social dispersal than of
enforced transmission.

Our results offer a strong rationale for revisiting the
role of extended, intensive reading in English language
arts classrooms. Presently, extended reading is most
likely to take the form of either 20-minutes-a-day
voluntary silent reading programs isolated from the pri-
mary curriculum or teacher-regulated assigned reading
that limits students’ access to meaningful relevant
choices (Assor et al., 2002; Ivey & Broaddus, 2001;
Worthy, Moorman, & Turner, 1999) by requiring the
literary canon (Applebee, 1993; Sewell, 2008; Yagleski,
2005) and anthologies packed with controlling compre-
hension questions (Scherff & Piazza, 2008). The first
option offers choice but not necessarily the deliberate
attempts by teachers to identify what is relevant for stu-
dents and to support their autonomy.

It is clear from our students’ accounts of their read-
ing, also, that deeply engaged reading extended well
beyond 20 minutes a day. In fact, we might argue that if
students can constrain their reading to a 20-minute
period set aside in school, they likely are not engaged.
Similarly, silent reading may not be optimal. Students
in this study, when fully engaged, were not disrupted by
conversations among other students and preferred to
be able to solicit conversation at the point of need,
developing strategies for soliciting conversations only
from willing peers. If we want dialogical classrooms,
currently rare but associated with higher achievement
(Nystrand, 1997), we should allow students to read
books that engage them dialogically and invite such
engagement.

In this study, students’ choices were based on per-
sonal relevance, regardless of difficulty. Their reported
sense of agency in reading and persistence through
challenging texts ironically resembles the performance
and dispositions that seem to be the goal of common



approaches to skill and strategy instruction. Strategic
behavior for these students, though, appeared to be less
the result of strategy instruction than a response to their
own need to make sense. Their reading processes
suggest that although it is possible to teach particular
strategies, instructional time might be better spent sup-
porting engaged reading, a context in which students
are more likely to actually become strategic. Enciso
(1996) documented this phenomenon for one low-
achieving reader, and our data extend this to a wide
range of students and to the navigation of more complex
texts. Students’ accounts suggest, though, that engaged
reading promotes much more than strategic reading
and greater involvement in the world of the text. More
precisely, they become more strategic and involved in
the navigation of their lives.

Our study has little to say about students’ responses
to nonnarrative texts because the students chose narra-
tive texts, particularly fiction—texts that have previously
been associated with light reading, pleasure reading, and
escapism (Nell, 1988). However, their descriptions indi-
cate that their experiences were not mere mental diver-
sions. They reported dialogic conversations with book
characters, with one another, and with themselves,
suggesting that engaged reading involved the active con-
struction of selves and of the narratives of their lives
rather than temporary escape from those lives.

Yet, to be fully realized, perhaps, is the potential im-
pact of instruction on these outcomes and processes.
The teachers in the present study primarily set out to get
students engaged in reading throughout the year. They
reduced the amount of time spent on instruction and
provided instruction in the context of reading aloud
with students, texts largely drawn from the same pool as
those being read by their students, making for easy
transfer. The teachers also distributed instruction by
sending students encountering difficulty to talk with
students who had had a deep engagement experience
with the same text, thus increasing the available
instructional support and strengthening the social
network.

The breadth of development represented in our data
also raises questions about current approaches to educa-
tional curriculum and evaluation—about the nature of
the work of the discipline in the English language arts
and what we expect of the collective curricula of schools.
For example, if a student were to perform worse on a
state reading test than previously, but several other areas
of development showed the more positive changes we
have described, we would have to ask whether the test
score is the most accurate, appropriate, or valued reflec-
tion of learning. Similarly, in the context of the episte-
mological and anthropological outcomes of engaged
reading, when we examine the effects of changes in

reading instruction, is it enough to demonstrate change
in test scores?

NOTES

The authors would like to thank the teachers and the students and
their families for making this study possible and for what we learned
from them. We also thank Helen Steutzel for her assistance.
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Student Interview Questions

1. Have teachers this year done anything that made you
interested in reading a certain book? What was it?
2.Have you read something this year that was so
memorable that you keep thinking about it or you
told someone else about it?

3. Have other people this year helped you decide to
read certain books? Who? What did they do or say
that made you want to read?

4. Do you talk with anyone about the books you read?
Who do you talk to, and what kinds of things do
you talk about?

5. How have your relationships changed this year?

6. Have you started to read a book in school that you
found confusing? What happened with that?

7. Tell me something about your reading in classes
other than English (social studies, science, math,
etc.). What has been interesting or challenging about
those experiences? Has anything changed for you
this year?

8. How has reading at home changed this year?

9. What will happen with your reading this summer?

10. What did you learn as a reader this year?
11. Is there anything else you'd like to tell me about
your reading?

12. Have you changed as a person this year, do you
think? How so?

Engagement With Young Adult Literature: Outcomes and Processes | 275



Copyright of Reading Research Quarterly is the property of Wiley-Blackwell and its content
may not be copied or emailed to multiple sites or posted to alistserv without the copyright
holder's express written permission. However, users may print, download, or email articles for
individual use.



