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ABSTRACT

ANTHONETTE BROWN COLLIE
ADOLESCENT MALE IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT THROUGH ACADEMIC AND 
SOCIAL LITERACY PRACTICES
Under the direction o f Dr. Sharon Murphy Augustine, Ph.D.

This qualitative case study examined the in school and out o f  school literacy 

practices o f nine adolescent male participants and analyzed how those literacy practices 

influenced the participants’ identity development. Four questions directed the study: 1) 

What are the academic, or in school, literacy practices that adolescent males resist? 2) 

What are the social, or out o f school, literacy practices that adolescent males embrace? 

3) How do in-and-out o f school literacies assist in the construction o f adolescent male 

students’ identities? 4) How can secondary English Language Arts educators bridge the 

gap between in school and out o f school literacy practices o f adolescent males?

Data collection comprised two rounds o f individual interviews, a focus group 

session, and participant observation. Data were analyzed using a social constructivist 

lens and employing reader response theory. Three themes emerged: the practice and 

resistance o f hegemonic masculinity, creating connections to literature, and utilizing 

literature for identity development. The findings are supported by the analysis o f  the 

participants’ perspectives on and comments about literacy. Implications for secondary 

English language arts educators are shared.



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

I  read the fir s t installment, titled  /  Know Why the Caged Bird  

Sings, o f  Maya Angelou ’s six autobiographical novels as a teenager. This 

heartbreaking yet triumphant text revolves around an eight-year-old 

protagonist who becomes mute follow ing a sexual assault. Our tragedies 

differed, my dad disappeared in a boating accident, but I  lived vicariously 

through Marguerite and experienced a profound connection to the written 

word, a connection that fu e led  my passion fo r  reading and that led me to 

teaching. Literature taught me and continues to teach people how to deal 

with life ’s circumstances, how to live. As authors introduce their 

characters and their characters ’ conflicts, the reader emotionally engages 

and creates new meaning. This complex cognition pervades every aspect 

o f  life. Alternatively, detached readers resist the infusion o f  themselves 

into their reading and writing, missing the rich opportunity to journey  

beyond themselves and reducing the reading o f  literature to a mere 

gathering o f  words on a page.

Toni, the Researcher 

Reading has been a fundamental part o f my existence for as long as I can 

remember. Having a mother who believed in education as a means for social progress 

meant that my siblings and 1 shared a variety o f Little Golden Books, argued over who
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would get the Dr. Seuss books first, and took turns reading about the Berenstain Bears. 

Reading was always a social activity, but reading was not personal until 1 put myself into 

the text, making comparisons between my life and my beliefs and the characters’ lives 

and the characters’ beliefs. It was only then that I experienced the power o f reading. I 

came to recognize the cognitive possibilities associated with reading because reading 

occupied such a significant space in my life over the years.

When my son was bom, I read to him most nights, sharing my passion for stories 

o f  diverse genres and themes. As he began to speak, he began to choose our reading 

selections and even expressed a desire to read to me; he was so proud of his ability and 

wanted to show me that he, too, could read. This shared joy lasted until his latter years o f 

elementary school, not long after we finished reading The Hobbit. It was at this point that 

reading took a back seat to everything else in my son’s life -  math, science, friends, 

basketball, and baseball. He clearly had other ventures that he wanted to pursue.

Learning that my son did not have a continued passion for reading was 

incomprehensible to me. While he had the ability, he expressed a profound dislike for 

academic literacy activities in middle school and high school. My son’s negative attitude 

toward academic literacy led me to think about how I could improve the academic 

literacy experiences o f the adolescent male students in my secondary English classes. I 

developed a genuine desire to comprehend how an otherwise intelligent young male 

became disassociated with the process and the importance o f reading. Moreover, I 

decided that I did not want to contribute to the problem. I did not want to force-feed my 

students classics such as A Tale o f  Two Cities, frustrate them, and turn them off to school 

or to literature; I wanted to figure out what engaged them enough to want to learn more.



3

I wanted to show them how literacy could be the gateway to scholarship in any academic 

discipline and to illustrate how refined literacy skills could make a positive difference 

beyond the classroom.

In my classroom experiences as a secondary English educator, 1 had witnessed 

adolescent female students commit to the reading process and express their hopes for a 

satisfying end; they emerged from the reading experience with insights and observations 

that extended beyond the written word. In reading the third o f Sophocles’ Theban plays, 

adolescent females in my tenth grade class often empathized with Antigone as she 

bravely defied the king’s decree against a proper burial for her brother Polyneices, and 

they yelled at Pip for being blind to the reality o f Estella’s cold heart in Charles Dickens’ 

Great Expectations. While recently reading Shakespeare’s As You Like It, several female 

students came to class demanding that we have a whole group discussion about what was 

occurring in the text; they wanted to share their opinions.

Conversely, I observed my adolescent male students approach reading in a more 

detached manner; they expressed concerns about determining the one correct answer that 

1, the English educator standing in the front o f the classroom, guarded in my toolbox of 

answers. Reading for many o f my adolescent males was more o f an analytical process 

designed to unearth concrete answers to fixed and logical questions. More times than 

not, my male students’ commitment to a literary work did not extend beyond the text’s 

structure, and my fervent assurance to the contrary was rebuffed with questions regarding 

the w ork’s author and what the author actually intended. Furthermore, many of my 

former and current adolescent male students preferred not to read at all, whether the 

reading was teacher-assigned or self-selected.
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As a voracious reader from the moment that I mastered the Read with Dick and  

Jane basal readers, I was deeply perplexed and troubled by my adolescent male students’ 

lack o f enthusiasm for reading. Their absence o f motivation toward literacy endeavors 

caused me to wonder what role, if  any, literacy played in the personal lives of my 

adolescent male students and what I could do to positively affect their appreciation o f 

academic literacies. I posited that the problem stemmed from both curricular and 

classroom practices. The present study is an examination o f how nine adolescent males 

utilized in and out o f school literacy practices to construct their identities.

Background o f the Problem

The Common Core State Standards (CCSS) curriculum, originally adopted by 

forty-five states and four United States (U.S.) territories, outlined the literacy skills and 

enduring understandings that students should be prepared to demonstrate in order to be 

college and career ready (Giouroukakis & Connolly, 2012). According to the Mission 

Statement (Common Core State Standards Initiative, 2012), the CCSS normalized 

English Language Arts (ELA) instruction in the U.S., preparing students for real world 

application o f the literacy skills taught and learned in secondary schools. However, 

rather than proceeding forward and becoming more inclusive in our increasingly diverse 

society, the curriculum may have narrowed and consequently excluded students from a 

thorough and robust academic experience, a problem that has plagued the American 

public school system for decades.

As early as the 1820s, Horace Mann (Robinson, 1977) asserted there was a 

problem with reading instruction in America; teaching reading with spellers and phonics 

was flawed because the reading materials lacked substantive meaning. In response.
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educators shifted their focus to the complete process o f reading instead of focusing on the 

individual parts o f the reading process — decoding skills such as phonics and structural 

analysis o f  individual words. McGuffey Readers, created by teacher William McGuffey 

to support the comprehensive reading initiative, were first published in 1836 (Barry, 

2008). These early versions o f  student textbooks contained pictures and stories o f 

strength, goodness, and character. As the children read, they were also building moral 

character in preparation for life.

The Progressive Education Association (PEA) formed in 1919 and became an 

influential group in education by the late 1920s. John Dewey (1897), pragmatist and 

influential educator who believed that education was not preparation for life but life 

itself, inspired the group. The members composed seven guiding principles that centered 

on the development o f the child and the nurturing o f the child’s interests; they decided 

that secondary schools should address the needs o f the roughly sixty percent o f the 

students who would not pursue postsecondary education and who would not benefit from 

learning the vocational skills that had once prepared young men for their military service. 

This educational movement was consistent with the learner-centered ideology that had, as 

its focus, the student. Progressive proponents reasoned that students should make choices 

about their own learning, that schools should organize themselves around students’ needs 

instead o f adhering to the demands o f the academic subjects, and that the students’ needs 

are o f greater importance than parental or societal needs (Schiro, 2013). In contrast with 

these seven guiding principles, the authors o f  the CCSS seemed to be most concerned 

with accountability, not with students' academic interests. The standards detailed how 

students would determine the author’s theme and purpose, analyze the author’s decisions,



and understand the rhetorical devices employed by the author. To that end, students 

wrote texts that found evidential support in the literary work. The CCSS authors did not 

include standards that required students to analyze their own writing decisions or to 

explain their own rhetorical choices. Further, the CCSS authors make no mention of 

students’ personal thoughts with regards to reading. In a presentation to the New York 

Department o f  Education, Coleman (2011), CCSS architect, actually states that no one 

cares what students think.

Bruner (1960) published The Process o f  Education, a book that promoted student 

thought and that would have a profound effect on educators and scholars in the U.S. Four 

key themes emerged. One, structure is important to teaching and learning, and students 

must be able to make connections to prior knowledge. Two, educators waste time 

postponing material that is more complex until they deem that students are able to handle 

the complexity; the introduction o f  a spiral curriculum allowed educators to adopt a more 

effective approach in which they revisit foundational ideas while simultaneously moving 

to advanced concepts. Three, schools should promote intuitive thought as it tends to lead 

to thought that is more productive. Finally, student interest in course material is the most 

compelling incentive in student motivation (Smith, 2002). Unfortunately, Bruner’s work 

resulted in formula and ritual in schools. Academic scholars from postsecondary 

institutions outlined strategies for secondary educators and developed syllabi for them to 

implement, regardless o f the fact that many secondary educators may not have had the 

requisite knowledge or skills to perform as expected (Urban & Wagoner, 2009). This 

top-down practice set up a distrust that parallels what some educators have felt when 

outside commentators utilized international test scores to espouse theories on how
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American educators failed to prepare adequately American students for the future. The 

CCSS, with its Partnership for Assessment o f Readiness o f College and Careers 

(PARCC) standardized testing mandates, continued to perpetuate that mistrust for the job 

that educators perform daily by explicating and assessing the content without teacher or 

student input.

The National Endowment for the Humanities (NEH) even made the point that 

curriculum needed more student focus. Using relevant readings, presentations from 

curriculum experts, and the results o f a nationwide test o f what seventeen-year-olds knew 

about history and literature, the NEH began a Congress-supported study o f America’s 

public schools; American Memory: A Report on the Humanities in the Nation's Public 

Schools (1987) was the resulting report. The committee members found that in the 

transmission o f knowledge from educators to students, the significance o f historical 

events and classic literature was lost in a sea o f meaningless dates and facts. Rather than 

continued respect o f the content, the committee members felt that process activities, 

which favored practical life, dominated America’s schools; educators spent their time 

teaching skills as opposed to teaching students content worth knowing. Thankfully, 

Rosenblatt’s (1980) reader-response theory and its recognition o f  reader contributions to 

the reading process gained prominence during this timeframe, supporting the NEH’s 

support for meaningful engagement.

The quest for meaningful content continued with retired English Professor E. D. 

Hirsch Jr., author o f Cultural Literacy: What Every American Needs to Know  (1987). 

Hirsch considered cultural literacy an essential component o f basic literacy, suggesting 

that the two intertwine. Students who missed background knowledge or relevant content
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will not have the ability to communicate effectively in the world. Thus, Hirsch’s book 

outlined 5,000 terms that every American should know. Also within the book, he 

discussed the need for shared knowledge in our society; he called it "the oxygen of social 

intercourse" (Hirsh, 1987, p. 406). Common knowledge bridges gaps and allows citizens 

to relate to one another on an even playing field. CCSS supported this intent, expecting 

that all students will graduate secondary school with a defined body o f knowledge and a 

repertoire o f  skills. The path to graduation, however, overlooks the individuality of 

students; there is but one road to success.

David Coleman, the architect o f the language arts CCSS and current president of 

College Board, spoke to PENCIL, a New York partnership between businesses and 

public schools, about the how state curriculums prior to recent efforts failed to challenge 

students to think beyond themselves and their individual worlds. He suggested that 80% 

o f educator-posed questions about literary texts were not text-dependent. He also asserts 

that educators and teachers allot 70% of reading time to fiction texts, too much time in 

his opinion. Coleman moves away from learner-centered education and closer to a social 

efficiency model. CCSS outlines the knowledge that students must acquire and 

demonstrate and in what ways the students will practice (Making the Common Core 

Practical, 2010). Coleman’s statements are contrary to reader response theory 

(Rosenblatt, 1938) and to other curriculum reform efforts that have sought to include the 

motivations and interests o f students.

Education innovators -  Mann, Dewey, Bruner, Rosenblatt, and Hirsch -  have 

attempted to change the landscape of secondary education in America. Reformists have 

argued for academics, and they have argued against academics. Reformists have
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examined the world beyond high school and sought to make curriculum changes based on 

the practicalities o f life. Reformists have focused on the students, and they have focused 

on the content. In each o f these movements, curriculum theorists believed they knew 

which knowledge and skills were o f  most worth to the adolescents o f their particular time 

period. CCSS is simply the latest in a line o f curriculum reforms.

While the debate regarding which knowledge is o f most worth continues, there is 

no debating the need for fully optimized young men contributing to our country. To that 

end, secondary English educators must determine what their students need on a daily 

basis. We must prepare students, male and female, for life beyond our restrictive brick- 

and-mortar buildings, and that preparation includes the ability to read and to think 

critically about that reading. This literacy preparation also includes valuing the prior 

knowledge and experiences that students bring to their secondary English classroom. 

Understanding adolescent male perceptions regarding academic literacy practices will 

prove useful towards accomplishing the task o f broadening academic literacy practices.

“Literacy is a human endeavor” (Ash & Asaaf, 2008). It is activity, which allows 

human beings to thrive socially, emotionally, and economically in society. While a 

report for the National Institute for Literacy concluded that literacy impacts earnings 

growth, particularly in times o f recession (Reder, 2010), a report from the World Literacy 

Foundation found that family and societal contributions are also affected by literacy 

(Cree, Kay, & Steward, 2012). Consequently, figuring out how to best reach adolescent 

male students is important. Educators must find ways to engage students because 

whether a person voluntarily rejects literacy opportunities or fails to receive those
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opportunities, the result is the same; the person minimizes his opportunities to engage 

socially, emotionally, and economically in society.

In Teenage Boys and High School English, Pirie (2002) proclaimed that males are 

not only making adverse economic decisions by rejecting literacy activities, they are 

correspondingly disconnecting themselves from “thinking and feeling in ways that are 

important to humanity” (p. 7). In this modem world o f rapid but precise communication, 

flawless command o f the language is essential in both business and personal pursuits that 

comprise reading and writing tasks. Every student who graduates from an American 

public school should have the literacy skills and knowledge to engage with literature in 

productive ways.

Despite the fact that literacy is important economically and socially, there is a 

gender gap in literacy achievement in America. On standardized reading tests, adolescent 

females outperformed adolescent males by as many as fifteen percentage points in the 

1990s (Robelen, 2010). The achievement gap on the eighth grade reading assessment 

decreased to seven points in 2011 (NAEP, 2011), but there is more work to be done. The 

2008 Long-Term Trend Report Card  reflects stagnancy. Although both genders have 

increased scores, there is no significant change in the achievement gap (NAEP, 2008).

The gap on the reading assessment increased to ten points in 2013 (NAEP, 2013). On the 

NAEP eighth grade writing assessment, males underperformed females by twenty points 

in 2011 (NAEP, 2011). Moreover, sixty-two percent o f AP Language exam takers are 

women; thirty-eight percent are males, reflecting a continuation o f the status quo in the 

later years o f high school. Adolescent males are falling behind in literacy achievement,
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so literacy educators must determine the cause so that we shore up the difference and 

prevent future declines.

Statement o f the Problem

The present study examined academic, on in school, literacy practices and is 

therefore positioned within the curricular school setting for contextual understanding. 

Social constructivists desire to understand the world around them; their resulting 

understandings are diverse and subject to their personal experiences (Merriam, 2002; 

Creswell, 2009). I believed that my adolescent male students developed their literacy 

practices based on their socially constructed identities that resulted from adhering to 

cultural expectations. In this case study, I investigated how nine tenth grade male 

students at a central Georgia high school practice in-and-out o f school literacies to 

construct their identities and how their practices influence their engagement in the 

secondary ELA classroom. My social constructivist worldview compelled me to explore 

my students’ perspectives of their academic experiences.

Research Questions

The following four research questions focused my data collection and analysis:

• What are the academic, or in school, literacy practices that adolescent males 

resist?

• What are the social, or out o f school, literacy practices that adolescent males 

embrace?

• How do in-and-out o f school literacies assist in the construction of adolescent 

male students' identities?
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• How can secondary English Language Arts teachers bridge the gap between in 

school and out of school literacy practices o f adolescent males?

Methodology

The present intrinsic case study based on a contextually bound system (Stake, 

1995) was designed to investigate the in and out o f school literacy practices o f  nine 

adolescent male participants at a central Georgia high school. The decision to employ 

case study methodology was based on a quest for meaning (Merriam, 2009), a desire to 

understand this particular group of adolescent males and their perceptions o f literacy 

tasks (Stake, 1995). The methodology selection was further supported by recent studies 

that examined both gender and literacy through the utilization o f case studies (Fairbanks 

& Ariail, 2006; Pitcher, Martinez, Dicembre, Fewster, & McCormick, 2010). Stake 

(1995) asserted that knowledge garnered from a case study is more concrete and more 

contextual, supporting my social constructivist paradigm and my desire to conduct my 

research in the classroom setting.

During the 2012-2013 school year, I taught an all-male honors English course and 

conducted a pilot study o f fifteen adolescent males to better understand their perceptions 

o f literacy. In the present study, I recruited eight o f the nine participants from that initial 

pilot study group. While participating in the current study, eight o f the adolescent males 

were enrolled in one o f the three sophomore honors English courses that 1 taught at the 

research location, and the ninth participant, an ESOL student, took an on-level secondary 

ELA course with another secondary ELA teacher. Since 1 tutored the ninth participant, I 

maintained daily contact with him.



13

I collected data from two rounds o f individual interviews with each participant, 

one focus group session, and participant observations. In addition, 1 utilized participation 

observation data from my pilot study to corroborate participant statements in the present 

study. The focus group session took place after the first individual interviews and prior 

to the second individual interviews. I utilized semi-structured interview protocol (See 

Appendices B, E, F, and G) for the interviews (Glesne, 2011). The data collected from 

these sources were transcribed and coded for common themes related to the study’s 

research questions. I grouped and triangulated these themes with data from the 

participants and contextual references to field notes.

Theoretical Framework

I believe that human beings construct new knowledge and engage in higher order 

thinking as they engage in social interactions. This personal belief is supported by the 

psychological work o f Vygotsky (1978), who argued that human beings learned to think 

complexly from other people in their social environments and that the individual and 

group processes were reciprocally influential. Explicitly, cognitive activities in which we 

engage socially become psychological in nature, and those psychological processes 

become tools that we can use in social contexts. “We become ourselves through others” 

(Vygotsky, 1989, p. 56). As I considered my adolescent males and their perspectives of 

literacy, I considered how this group forged a group identity -  the all-male class.

Adolescent males form a social grouping, a group which bonds and forms 

opinions about their academic lives; their attitudes and judgments are reflected in their 

responses to reading. According to the data, adolescent male students experience a larger 

achievement gap than younger male students (Mead, 2006). In 2013, the achievement
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gap between genders on the NAEP Reading Assessment was six points for fourth graders 

and ten points for eighth graders. Accordingly, the older male students, the adolescents, 

warrant the attention o f literacy researchers (NAEP, 2013).

Adolescent students are maturing; they are undergoing biological, cognitive, and 

social changes that culminate with adulthood. This transitional period commences with 

“physiologically normal puberty, and ends when an adult identity and behavior are 

accepted” (UNICEF, 2006, p. 1). Puberty may begin as early as age 10 and may end as 

individuals exit their teenage years (“Adolescence,” 2014; United Nations Children’s 

Fund, 2006).

Adolescent students, male and female, participate in secondary English classes, 

sometimes referred to as language arts. Secondary signifies the period o f schooling 

between elementary and college and includes grade levels six through twelve. Secondary 

education commonly divides into middle/junior high and high school (“Secondary School 

Law,” 2012). The present study took place in a central Georgia high school, which 

included grades 9-12 and where I could observe the participants routinely participate in 

their educational setting.

When high school or secondary students desire to participate in rigorous course 

work that prepares them for their post-secondary education, they can opt to enroll in 

honors courses. Honors course frequently have the same content as on-level course, but 

they are designed for motivated and high achieving students. The course may add topics 

or may explore topics in greater depth (“Honors Course,” 2013). The participants in the 

present study chose to enroll in honors ELA courses.
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The participants’ willingness to participate and candid contributions were 

essential to the study. Reader-response theorists value the reader in the reading process, 

including the adolescent male reader. Louise Rosenblatt (1938) is credited with first 

introducing the importance o f the reader to the process o f reading in her book Literature 

as Exploration. Despite this fact, her work did not become popular until the 1960’s. In 

her subsequent work, “Towards a Transactional Theory o f Reading,” Rosenblatt (1969) 

synthesized her position and explained that a literary work does not become complete 

without its intersection with the reader who co-creates the product. As literary theorists 

began to include not only the reader but also the reader’s social and cultural environment, 

the term transformed from reader-response to reader-oriented.

Like reader-oriented theorists, I believe that readers’ reactions are just as 

important as the literary work. Stanley Fish’s (1980) interpretive communities 

acknowledge readers’ contributions and their prior knowledge and backgrounds’ effects 

on those contributions. Accordingly, these theories allowed me to give deference to my 

students’ perceptions o f academic literacy.

Ash and Asaaf (2008) defined literacy for current and future researchers. The 

authors reviewed all editions o f the Yearbook o f  the National Reading Conference and all 

issues o f  the Journal o f  Literacy Research published from 1998-2007 in an effort to 

determine the organizational definition o f literacy. They also aimed to learn whether 

changes in the definition were evident. A sh’s current content analysis represents an 

update o f research she conducted ten years prior for the Journal o f  Literacy Research.

The authors concluded that the definition for literacy was broader and that literacy did not
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oblige a direct connection to teaching and learning. They identified the following 

themes, which provide a context for literacy research:

• Literacy is a human endeavor.

• Literacy involves reading, writing, listening, talking, viewing and 

participating.

• Digital literacies are literacies.

• Socially situated identity research is literacy research.

For the purposes o f  my research, I initially utilized the term literacy to refer to reading 

and reading-related activities. However, my definition o f literacy changed as a result of 

my interactions with the nine participants. The adolescent male participants’ actions, 

comments, and insights served to broaden my perspective o f the term. The participants 

revealed the depth to which literature influences their lives.

I classified the reading activities as academic or in school and social or out of 

school. Academic literacies tend to focus on comprehension and vocabulary knowledge 

(Alvermann, 2002, 2003). English educators expect students to think complexly about 

different kinds o f texts to demonstrate their understanding in a variety o f forms.

Academic literacy should be thought provoking and worthy o f the students’ effort 

(Strickland & Alvermann, 2004). Social literacies comprised those activities in which 

students voluntarily engaged outside o f the classroom.

When adolescent males categorize literacy tasks, they tended to focus on the 

tasks’ femininity or masculinity. Masculinity refers to the prevailing thoughts of 

assertiveness, courage, and strength o f body and mind (Donaldson. 1993). 

Correspondingly, femininity denotes amenability to a subservient position (Connell,
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1987). Hegemony is the acquisition of hierarchical power through means o f persuasion 

(Donaldson, 2006). The term hegemonic masculinity, a persistent practice o f male 

dominance over females, was first introduced during a study of social imbalance in an 

Australian high school in the early 1980s (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005). The 

combination o f these terms created a tool for researching male gender related topics. I 

could begin to visualize how Ash and A saaf s (2008) literacy tasks could become ways to 

align oneself with literacy practices that reified or crossed the gender divide.

Summary

As a secondary English Language Arts educator who experienced a profound 

connection to the written words o f Maya Angelou as an adolescent, I want to share 

similar experiences with my students. In this chapter, I explained the problem, revealed 

the reading achievement gap between genders, and conveyed the focus o f my study. 

Chapter two presents a review o f reader-response theory, a brief history o f language arts 

education, and a map o f the beginnings of the Common Core State Standards. In chapter 

three, a description o f the methodology used to investigate adolescent male readers is 

described.



CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Reading was a part o f  my social world as a youth, a world crafted 

andfostered by my mother. One o f  my fondest reading memories involved 

the day that my mother allowed me to walk alone to the local public 

library. My fir s t steps were tentative, and I  took frequent furtive glances 

back at our house. I, however, ballooned with pride as I  arrived at my 

destination; the four-block journey marked my ability to choose books on 

my own schedule -  to check out books and to return books as soon as I  

fin ished  reading them or even as 1 abandoned them. I  treasured this rite 

o f  passage. The pleasure that I  derived from  this seemingly private act 

connected me to my fam ily and also helped to create my individual 

identity. Conversely, the social exchanges with my fam ily  supported and  

encouraged my individual reading practices. My continued development 

was contingent upon my social experiences.

Toni, the Researcher

The process o f  reading can bring pleasure, disappointment, comfort, and anxiety

to the involved reader. Involved readers open the first page o f a literary work with

expectations regarding the characters and the plot; they turn page after page in search of

fulfillment o f these expectations. Whether or not the literary work’s outcome aligns with

the reader’s anticipations, the reader, by virtue o f innate motivation, creates a memorable

18
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experience. When this immersion does not occur, readers are missing an opportunity to 

think and to learn from the active process o f reading. Interpreting why adolescent male 

readers might choose to reject active reading and the opportunity to think and to learn 

about the life experiences and the diverse cultures represented in traditional academic 

literature selections was the purpose o f my research.

Throughout this intrinsic case study, my analysis o f adolescent male perspectives 

o f literacy used Vygotsky’s (1978) theory o f social constructivism to understand how 

adolescent males commonly accept or reject academic literacy tasks. Furthermore, my 

literature review examines how the following three areas influenced the reading practices 

o f boys: the new Common Core State Standards (CCCS) for reading, literary theory that 

aligns with my constructivist paradigmatic view and current research on adolescent male 

literacies.

Social Constructivism 

Constructivism is a learning theory, which submits that individuals form 

knowledge by making sense o f their individual experiences (Merriam, Caffarella, & 

Baumgartner, 2007; Schunk, 2011). One key assumption o f constructivism is that 

humans are active learners who create their own knowledge. Constructivists believe that 

there is no absolute truth; one person’s constructions o f meaning are true for them; 

however, these truths are individual and may have no meaning for the next person. 

Consequently, knowledge may vary by person and by experiences.

Theorists have delineated constructivism into two major avenues o f thought: 

cognitive constructivism and social constructivism. Cognitive constructivism derives 

from the work of developmental psychologist Jean Piaget (1978); whereas, social
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constructivism stems from the work o f psychologist Lev Vygotsky (1978). Cognitive 

constructivists accentuate the discovery process o f learning and relegate social interaction 

to the role o f stimulus. Social constructivists theorize that the social environment plays a 

fundamental role in learning; essentially, social interactions play a principal role in the 

construction o f cognition (Liu & Matthews, 2005; Vygotsky, 1978). The constructivist 

perspective underscores the importance of social and cultural exchanges in the acquisition 

o f  knowledge (Schunk, 2011). Vygotsky emphasized the qualitative nature o f  the 

development o f thinking and the role o f culture in that process (Gredler & Shields, 2008).

Despite the significance o f social interaction, social constructivist theory does not 

overlook the individual’s contribution. In his book M ind in Society, Vygotsky (1978) 

wove together individual and group cognitive processes. He believed that human beings 

learned to think complexly from other people in their social environments and that the 

individual and group processes were reciprocally influential. Explicitly, cognitive 

activities in which we engage socially become psychological in nature, and those 

psychological processes become tools that we can use in social contexts. As humans 

interact with each other socially, we learn complex cognition. That complex cognition 

then becomes a tool with which we can engage socially (Martinez, 2010). The vignette 

o f my memory at the beginning of this chapter is representative o f this cognition. Family 

interactions taught me the tools to operate within the group; 1 internalized and manifested 

those tools as I made my solo journey to the public library. Likewise, the adolescent 

male participants in this study are influenced by their membership in social groups, and 

those groupings persuade their literacy preferences.
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In the Afterword o f M ind in Society (1978), editors John-Steiner and Souberman 

discuss Vygotsky’s major theoretical contributions to research. The editors explain 

Vygotsky’s primary argument in Thought and Language: “ language, the very means by 

which reflection and elaboration of experience takes place, is a highly personal and at the 

same time a profoundly social human process” (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 126). This social 

constructivist paradigmatic view indicates that the nine adolescent male participants’ 

perspectives on literacy cannot be understood in isolation since literacy practices are 

socially and culturally mediated activities. The participants bring their prior knowledge 

and their individual experiences to the literacy activities. The participants also bring their 

gender and the corresponding social group. As I investigated the participants’ practices 

and perspectives, it was necessary to acknowledge the social interactions that influence 

the building of the participants’ reading identities and to situate the research within the 

context o f the curricular classroom.

According to Palincsar (2005), learning is social; hence, social constructivist 

views lead to an analysis o f learning and teaching practices. The present study is an 

analysis o f adolescent male literacy perspectives that involves learning and teaching in 

the secondary ELA classroom, which provides the social context for where adolescent 

males make their literacy preferences known. The Common Core State Standards 

(CCSS) form the conditions that can engage or disengage the participants in this setting, 

so a review o f the CCSS is necessary and appropriate for an accurate depiction o f the 

locale. The literacy practices that these young men embrace or resist are revealed here. 

Palincsar (2005) additionally theorized that “from a Vygotskian perspective, cognitive 

development is studied by examining the processes that one participates in when engaged
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in shared endeavors” (p. 292). Correspondingly, the participants engage in the shared 

process o f learning in the secondary ELA classroom, and their learning is reading- 

focused. The nature o f the class subject dictates the need to frame the work with literary 

theory. A review o f the work by leading literary theorists (Fish, 1980; Iser, 1980; 

Rosenblatt, 1938) was paramount to framing the learning.

Common Core State Standards for Reading 

According to the Partnership for 21st Century Learning (2007), curriculum is the 

roadmap for learning; therefore, I began my literature review with an analysis o f the most 

recent curriculum initiative affecting secondary reading instruction and adolescent males. 

On July 8, 2010, forty-four states, the District o f Columbia, and the United States 

territories o f American Samoa, Guam, and the United States Virgin Islands elected to 

adopt the CCSS. The CCSS are not a curriculum; they are “a clear set o f shared goals 

and expectations for what knowledge and skills will help our students succeed”

(Common Core State Standards Initiative, 2012). The authors o f the standards 

endeavored to provide uniformity in expectations o f student learning across the nation. 

The CCSS English Language Arts (ELA) articulated grade level expectations in the areas 

o f reading, writing, speaking and listening, and language to prepare American students to 

be college and career ready. While the kindergarten through eighth grade levels are 

detailed individually, the authors banded grades 9 and 10 and grades 11 and 12. For the 

purposes o f this dissertation study, 1 concentrated on the 9/10 band and on the 10 anchor 

standards for reading; the anchor standards are supported by more detailed elements.



23

Literary and Informational Texts

The CCSS reading standards encompass two primary branches -  informational 

and literary (See Appendix A); each branch consists o f ten anchor standards that specify 

student expectations. The stated purpose o f the standards is for students to read complex 

works o f literature for knowledge and enjoyment and for students to engage with superior 

literacy and informative texts to broaden their knowledge bases, experiences, and 

worldviews. The illustrative, but not mandated, literary texts for grades 9 and 10 are 

displayed in Table 1. Both lists o f high quality texts comprised works that dated from the 

sixteenth century to the twentieth century and that represented appropriate text 

complexity at this particular grade band (Common Core Standards Initiative, 2012).

Table 1

Publication Dates o f  CCSS Suggested Texts fo r  Grades 9-10

Fiction Nonfiction

“The Raven” 
Edgar Allan Poe -  1845

“Speech to the Second Virginia Convention” 
Patrick Henry -  1775

“Ozymandias”
Percy Bysshe Shelley -  1818

“Farewell Address” 
George Washington -  1796

“The Gift o f the Magi” 
0 . Henry -  1906

“Gettysburg Address” 
Abraham Lincoln -  1863

The Tragedy o f  Macbeth 
William Shakespeare -  1611

“State o f the Union Address” 
Franklin Delano Roosevelt -  1935 & 1941

Fahrenheit 451 
Ray Bradbury -  1953

“Letter from Birmingham Jail” 
Martin Luther King, Jr. -  1963

Grapes o f  Wrath 
John Steinbeck -  1939

“Hope, Despair and Memory” 
Elie Wiesel -  1986

Killer Angels 
Michael Shaara -  1974
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The illustrative texts, present in most o f the anthologies that I have used during 

my 20-year career, did not include any entries that surprised me. The texts did, however, 

cause me to wonder whether this new curriculum would mean anything new for my 

students, especially my adolescent male students. According to the work o f Sanford 

(2012), the texts had median publication dates o f 1896, 1911, and 1955 for drama, poetry, 

and short stories respectively. The most recent publication date was 1977, and that text 

still pre-dated the births o f  my students. I questioned whether the CCSS authors 

considered texts that might appeal to 21st century students who preferred to read 

contemporary dystopian novels or who preferred to read adventurous novels with heroic 

fictional characters, whether these standards simply unearthed past curriculum trends. 

Standards and Expectations

A closer look at the reading standards revealed that there are four areas o f 

emphasis: key ideas and details, craft and structure, integration o f  knowledge and ideas, 

and range o f reading level and complexity. The three standards that fall under key ideas 

and details expect students to determine main ideas and themes and to analyze how the 

authors created those main ideas and themes. The next three standards for craft and 

structure require students to assess the author’s language and how the authors use words 

to create literal and figurative meaning. The three standards for integration o f knowledge 

and ideas reflect higher order thinking skills and ask students to synthesize various forms 

of information and to be critical o f what they read by analyzing key scenes and authors’ 

use o f source material. These last three standards require input from students in a way 

that the first six standards do not; the first six standards privilege the text and overlook 

the value o f the reader’s response to the literary work.
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As I reviewed craft and structure standards, I was reminded o f the formalist lens 

that was popular in the early half o f the twentieth century. Russian Formalists and later 

American New Critics believed that authors embedded meaning in the text’s content and 

structure; it was the reader’s job to determine what the author intended (Brewton, n.d.; 

Brizee & Tompkins, 2012; Murfm & Ray, 2009). Wolfgang Iser, in his 

phenomenological approach to the reading process, discussed the necessary merging o f 

the text and the reader; he asserted that texts have blank spaces that readers must bridge 

and clarify in their minds. Readers are active in the reading process (Murfin & Ray,

2009; Tompkins, 1980). The CCSS expectations, however, focus on the text -  complex 

grade appropriate reading material and writing with evidence from the text. While I find 

no fault with close reading activities, this New Critics approach to the teaching of 

literature seems to put greater emphasis on the literature itself and less emphasis on who 

will read this literature and what the students.

The seventh reading standard (See Appendix A) indicates that students will 

analyze a central idea in more than one medium; even though this standard is a vague 

statement, it leaves English educators and their students with a great deal o f freedom and 

flexibility. Decisions at the school level can include choosing literary or informational 

texts, the subjects or central ideas found in the works, and the artistic mediums through 

which students will analyze the subjects or central ideas. Depending on the individual 

experiences o f the students, the resulting responses will also depict the variability 

possible; authentic interpretation o f texts will rely with the students who must provide 

textual evidence to support their individual analyses. The English educator who desires 

to adjust the curriculum to meet the students’ needs discovers, with this standard, that
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they have the latitude to make slight adjustments as long as the method o f analysis 

remains the same.

After mastering the CCSS reading standards, readers should be able to tackle 

literary and informational texts with purpose, recognizing that the path to understanding 

may not be easy. The CCSS reading standards propose to create students who are 

cognizant o f how to engage with and analyze texts, who know how to provide evidence 

for their analyses, and who can synthesis multiple texts into one comprehensive product. 

Theoretically, if  teachers implemented the CCSS with fidelity, American students would 

excel at colleges and universities and in their respective careers. I questioned whether the 

student created as a result o f the CCSS would be the outcome that I, an English educator, 

set out to create. Classroom practices that require students to delve into a text in search 

o f the author’s intended meaning create forensic readers, a valuable but limiting role. 

These evidentiary activities fail to provide students with opportunities to create original 

thought.

I came to this profession imagining that I would influence students to think 

creatively and critically about everything they encounter; literature would be the vehicle 

by which 1 taught them. If students are merely discovering what the author intended and 

not filtering the contents o f the literary text through their own thoughts and experiences, I 

doubt the sagacity of the CCSS.

Literary Theory

Literary theory is an approach to thinking about literature. Theories are ideas that 

act as a lens through which readers experience a literary work; the ideas are based on 

assumptions that form the framework o f a particular theory (Brizee & Tompkins, 2012).
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According to Culler (2011), the theory is an established set o f propositions that provide 

ways to consider a topic. The manner in which one interprets a given topic allows critics 

or researchers to make arguments comparable to other interpretations viewed in the same 

manner. While theory is not specifically tied to literature, the reader’s resulting analysis 

o f literature is formed is based on the preferred theory. In many ways, the product is a 

narrative o f the reader’s encounter with the literary work.

Privileging the Text

Formalism emphasized the supremacy o f the literary text, its features and its 

comprehensive form. Practitioners o f formalism focused on the literature’s point o f view 

and plot elements as well as its inclusion o f imagery, irony, rhyme, and other literary 

devices that contributed to the overall structure and quality o f the literature. Popular in 

Russia in the first half o f the twentieth century, formalists believed that each text was a 

unique artifact and as such, each had a unique meaning independent o f its environment 

and its readers (Brizee & Tompkins, 2013). The reading process was reduced to an 

objective endeavor.

New Criticism, a type of formalism that developed in the U. S. from 1935 to 

1960, also espoused that the text had primacy in the reading process. A group of 

Southern poets, including Cleanth Brooks and Robert Penn Warren, from Vanderbilt 

University met to read and discuss poetry; they believed that poems were independent 

vessels o f meaning, removed from their social and historical origins. Brooks and Warren 

advocated for poetry analysis that was structured and that could be handled with 

exactitude. Their application of this theory to the teaching o f literature in colleges and
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universities popularized the trend o f repudiating extrinsic factors (Holman, 1958; 

Underwood, 1989).

According to the tenets o f  New Criticism, meaning was self-contained within the 

literary work, and criticism paralleled with close reading and objectivity (Mailloux, 1990; 

Murfin & Ray, 2009). The consequent interpretation was discovered from a meticulous 

reading o f the literature to uncover the author’s carefully constructed structure and 

content. The prior knowledge and experiences o f the reader were not relevant to the 

text’s interpretation; symbols and sound effects took precedence over the reader (Murfin 

& Ray, 2009). Moreover, New Critics, who were utilizing scientific methods to gain 

legitimacy for their discipline, declared that any literary theory that included how the 

literary text impacted the reader executed the “affective fallacy” -  an erroneous belief 

that the reader’s emotional response is germane to the text’s meaning (Mailloux, 1990; 

Murfin & Ray, 2009). New Critics, believers in the fallacy, professed that the text 

disappeared as the reader’s response gained credibility (Abrams & Harpham, 2014).

The opponents o f formalism argued against different individuals arriving at the 

same interpretation o f a given text; they rejected the process as too clinical and welcomed 

the reader’s role in the reading process. When attempting to understand the motivations 

and perceptions o f adolescent males in their literacy pursuits, omitting their thoughts was 

counter-productive to my research process. As literacy educators across the U. S. begin 

to incorporate the Common Core State Standards and close reading into their classroom 

instruction, we may be taking a step back towards privileging the literary text over the 

reader. Therefore, for the purposes o f this literacy research, 1 rejected the formalist 

literary theory and instead embraced the reader in the process.
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The Reader in the Process

Reader-response theorists explicated the significance and the validity o f the 

transaction between the literary work and the reader; the theory arose as a rejection o f 

formalism and New Criticism (Tompkins, 1980). At its most elementary level, reader- 

response theory honored the reader’s reaction to literature (Brizee & Tompkins, 2013). 

The interpretation subsequent to the reader and text interaction was a combination o f 

what the text is and what the text does. The text was the complete compilation o f the 

structure -  the facts and details, events, grammar, and figurative language. What the text 

does comprised how the text affects the reader -  whether the text invoked emotion or 

imposed logic (Pavlovski, 2004). Rosenblatt first introduced the synergetic duality o f  the 

reader and the text in her seminal book Literature as Exploration in 193 8. The inclusion 

o f the reader, however, did not gain prominence until the 1960s.

With reader-response theory, the focus was on what happens in the mind o f the 

reader; it was an active encounter (Tucker, 2000). In "Towards a Transactional Theory 

o f Reading," Rosenblatt (1969) stated, "a poem is what the reader lives through under the 

guidance o f the text and experiences as relevant to the text" (p. 38). A reader’s 

background knowledge, beliefs, values, cultural expectations provided the context as the 

readers engaged with the literature (Rosenblatt, 1938). Rosenblatt further explained that 

one person could not experience a literary work of art for another person; their analyses 

would not be identical or transferable because their experiences were not the same. If  I 

could read, interpret, and experience literary works for my male students so that they 

could understand better, 1 would. However, Rosenblatt's assertion suggested that as rich 

as my experience o f the text may be, the experience for a fully engaged student would be
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more beneficial than understanding my perspective. Aside from gender and age 

differences, adolescent male students likely process circumstances, events, and facts in 

ways that I might never imagine.

Prominent reader-response theorists shared the same basic beliefs regarding the 

value o f the reader in the process. They unanimously rejected the affective fallacy, “the 

error o f evaluating a poem by its effects— especially its emotional effects— upon the 

reader” (Abrams & Harpham, 2014, p. 7) and instead believed that reading is an active 

exchange between the text and the reader. Despite their common underlying principles, 

contemporary theorists have expanded their focus to include the reader’s environmental 

influences. These influences could involve an awareness o f how history, politics, and 

even sexual orientation have the potential to affect a reader’s reaction to literature 

(Pavlovksi, 2004). This connection between life and the written word led to the term 

reader-oriented. W olfgang Iser (1978) and Stanley Fish (1980), who both believed that 

the literary work was the experience o f the active reader (Culler, 2011), presented two 

reader-oriented theories that I employed as operational lenses in the present literacy 

study.

Reception Theory

For Wolfgang Iser (1978), reading was a phenomenological process that involved 

the reader actively participating in the formation of textual meaning. The reader was a 

co-creator, and the process was an artistic undertaking that was initiated by the 

convergence o f the reader with the literary text. According to Iser, literary texts have 

gaps, areas o f indeterminacy, which the reader must bring together to resolve the text’s 

intentions. In order to accomplish this resolution, the reader’s imagination must engage
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creatively; how the reader chooses to engage or to receive the literary text is the 

foundation o f this reader-oriented theory (Tompkins, 1980). For the purposes o f  this 

study, I sought to identify the literacy activities, academic and social, that my adolescent 

male students welcomed and that ignited their imaginations.

I found reception theory relevant to my investigations because even though the 

reader was an active contributor in the process, Iser posited that the reader did not have 

unbounded reign. The reader’s interpretation was not entirely subjective; it was the 

fulfillment o f  what was already in the literary work. The blanks that the reader 

reconciled kept the reader within the confines o f the text’s structure. The structure and 

the reader worked together to accomplish a controlled task -  textual meaning. Therefore, 

as the literature brought value to the process, so did the reader because there was no 

interpretation, no product, without the contribution o f the reader (Tompkins, 1980). 

Similar to the basic premise o f reader-response theory, the practice validated the reader’s 

involvement. It also addresses the charge o f relativism and shows how there are 

structural parameters.

Iser’s phenomenology o f reading should lead to greater self-knowledge as the 

reader and the text merge; it may also enhance readers’ self-concepts. As the reader 

connects the gaps in a given literary text, the reader comes to recognize mental capacities 

that were previously untapped. The possibility becomes reality, and an object is created 

(Fish, 1980; Tompkins, 1980).

Iser further believes the literary text is a compilation o f words and punctuation 

whose structure advances or limits its derived meaning. The reader approaches the text 

with a set of experiences and beliefs that advances or limits the reader's interaction with
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the text; the reader participates actively and utilizes imagination to fill gaps. The 

dynamic process o f engagement between these two components creates a meaning, or 

interpretation, that is unique to the reader and a particular text (Tompkins, 1980).

Though not explicit, Iser’s work can be used to critique the CCSS reading strand. 

According to Iser, if  students read and analyze texts, their thinking is an integral part o f 

the expectation, and their thinking inexorably intertwines with their individual life 

experiences. The students cannot separate themselves from the literary works they will 

read and the curriculum should not hold this removal o f self as the main or most laudable 

expectation or goal o f reading.

Interpretive Communities

Iser and Rosenblatt provided the reader a place in the process o f  meaning making; 

then critics that accused reader response theorists o f literary relativism emerged. These 

critics proposed that literary critics worked within a framework that defined acceptable 

norms and that limited interpretations (Carney, 1987). Fish’s work is a reaction against 

this criticism because he shows that even the reader’s interpretation is constrained in a 

way that the literary text is also constrained. Texts are constrained by genre, language, 

elements o f fiction, and other literacy elements; readers are constrained by their personal 

experiences and the interpretive communities to which they belong.

Stanley Fish’s approach, similar to that o f Iser, also initiates therapeutic effects as 

the reader discovers and refines the mental processes required by language. Fish focuses 

attention on the “sequence of decisions, revisions, anticipations, reversals, and 

recoveries” (Tompkins, 1980) that a reader must perform when participating in the act of
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reading. Awareness o f the mental acuity necessary to interact with the language o f a 

literary text generates confidence in the reader’s ability.

Additionally, Fish asserts that any theory that dismisses what the literary work 

does in the reader “misconstrues the very essence o f literature and reading” (Pavlovksi, 

2004, p. 1). The literary work is the catalyst o f the reader’s affective mental activity and 

that activity is regulated by the individual reader’s language ability. The process is 

complex and is not the same from one reading to the next because each new experience 

adds a new layer o f complexity (Tompkins, 1980). The artifact o f the process represents 

the reader and the social and cultural stimuli upon that reader (Fish, 1980).

Further complicating the act o f reading, Fish’s interpretive communities 

concentrate on the reader within a social-cultural context. The communities are groups o f 

linguistically capable readers whose literary interpretations are influenced by their 

membership in a particular social group. Inclusion in a social group results in 

interpretations based on the assumptions shared by group members (Fish, 1980; 

Tompkins, 1980). Adolescent male students belong to a gender-oriented group that 

shares a culture; their literary interpretations are a product o f  their beliefs. Understanding 

Fish’s literary theory helped me put the participants’ comments into perspective.

Gender-Specific Literacy 

Historically, researchers have examined gender and literacy issues in terms of 

biology, social constructs, and literacy activities. Biology informs educators about the 

differences between male and female brains. In Brain-Compatible Classrooms, Fogarty 

(2009) clarifies the gender distinctions in brain functioning; she reports that male and 

female brains differ in the length and density o f nerve cells and that these biological
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differences account for the variations in how the respective genders process information. 

Howard (2006), who cites the male separation o f language specialization in the left 

hemisphere and emotional specialization in the right hemisphere to rationalize 

conventional male reluctance to discuss feelings, supports Fogarty’s work on brain- 

compatible classroom practices. The physical makeup o f the brain accounts for some 

changes, but hormonal levels account for additional changes. Self-confident adolescent 

males who achieved greater social success were found to have increased levels o f 

testosterone; females with higher levels o f progesterone and estrogen have lower 

mathematical and spatial abilities (Fogarty, 2009; Schaal, Tremblay, Soussignan, & 

Susman, 1996). What this research failed to acknowledge are the contradictions. Males 

are capable o f  sharing their feelings and finding joy in fictional texts, just as females can 

work well with organizational systems and enjoy nonfiction texts. My research sought to 

better understand what adolescent males can do but may choose not to do to the best o f 

their ability.

Gender as a social construct encompasses many areas o f study. Some researchers 

theorize that society constructs gender to fill necessary roles. Cities need tough police 

officers and brave firefighters, and schools need compassionate elementary school 

teachers. Young people conform to play the characters o f the real life drama. Others 

speculate that adolescent males need adult male role models who support and engage in 

literacy undertakings. Since the majority o f educators are women (NCES, 2010), so this 

practice does not occur as frequently in schools. Pirie (2002), in Teenage Boys and High 

School English, addressed this issue with a discussion about defining literacy tasks as 

feminine; educators and their students must look beyond the institutionalized stereotypes
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and accept the uniqueness o f each individual student. As a secondary English educator, I 

believed that I must look beyond binary gender fixations to discover my adolescent male 

students’ perceptions about literacy. Adolescent male students also need to look beyond 

these stereotypical notions o f gender.

Investigations o f literacy activities have also involved the distinction between 

activities preferred by males and those that are not. Alloway and Gilbert (1997) asserted 

that males have many literacy skills not recognized or valued in the traditional English 

classroom. Further, the authors stated that finding ways to link the academic and 

personal literacy environments may help rectify the gender gap problem because 

adolescent males would have the forum to demonstrate their skills and knowledge. Barrs 

(2000) proposed that literacy researchers, in an effort to understand boys, take a look at 

what the girls are getting correct when they read, what is actually involved with 

thoughtful reading. She referred to Rosenblatt’s “reading event” as an explanation o f 

what happens during the interaction between the mature reader and the text. She 

continued to state that some boys are more effective at reading to acquire information and 

therefore enjoy texts with more action/events and without intricate characterization. 

Identifying and then merging the in school and out o f school literacy activities prompted 

my research focus.

Adolescent Males Can Read

I have taught adolescent male students who read well; however, I have also taught 

adolescent male students who do not read well and who actually prefer not to read at all. 

These same low-performing students may shine in other academic subjects because they 

are capable young men who have the ability to learn new concepts. However, the fact
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that these students do not participate in all subjects equally compelled me to analyze the 

adolescent males’ perspectives, information that some literacy scholars have already 

considered.

Smith and Wilhelm (2002), former secondary educators who recognized that 

teacher-assigned grades and state mandated assessments did not paint the complete 

picture o f adolescent male literacy, embarked on a journey to fill in the gaps o f gender- 

specific literacy research. While these literacy scholars acknowledged the literacy 

deficits o f  adolescent males, their text Reading D o n ’t Fix No Chevys detailed their 

research that was designed to uncover the literacy strengths o f adolescent males. They 

worked with 49 boys o f diverse backgrounds -  class, race, and academic experiences -  so 

that their research findings could be generalized to the gender. Data included rankings of 

literacy activities; interviews that focused on reading profiles; literacy logs that contained 

everything the participants read, wrote, watched, or listened to; and think-aloud responses 

to four stories.

At the conclusion o f their study, Smith and Wilhelm learned that most o f their 

male participants did understand the importance o f academic literacy and they have had 

meaningful interactions with literature; they simply draw a line between school and 

home.

Current Adolescent Literacy Research

The following research studies focus on the four aspects o f literacy that supported 

my methodology choices for this dissertation study: activities, gender, adolescents, and 

identity.
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Gender conformity. Using both analytical and interpretive methods, Fairbanks 

and Ariail (2006) examined the lives o f three working class adolescent females as they 

matriculated through middle school to discover the impact o f social and cultural 

categories on the students’ social positioning and prospects in later life. Two o f the girls, 

Latinas, were generally considered good students; the third girl was African-American 

and thought to be suffering from a reading disability because o f her dialect. The 

researchers conducted semi-structured interviews where they asked the three participants 

about their perspectives o f  literacy and learning, as well the expectations o f their teachers 

and parents. While Isabel internalized the capital o f academic literacy, Melanie and 

Jessica often clashed with academic expectations. The investigators concluded that there 

were distinct differences in overall academic performance and literacy learning based on 

the students’ gender and background.

During the case study research, Fairbanks and Ariail learned that class and gender 

were important factors to consider when researching literacy. The researchers observed 

that school cultures demand gender conformity and that students develop their gendered 

identities over time and through interactions at school where male-dominated discourse 

dominated. Despite the general acceptability o f the traditional roles into which the 

participants unconsciously settled, all students need to develop proficient literacy skills to 

meet workplace expectations, and English educators must determine how best to ensure 

that all students are engaged and successful. My work, as I interviewed and observed the 

adolescent male participants, was an extension o f Fairbanks and Ariail’s work with girls.

I determined to understand how my adolescent male participants constructed their views
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on literacy and whether these views were a product o f the school culture’s gender 

conformity expectations.

Constructing gender through literacy. Engagement in the process o f reading can 

affect the production o f student identity; diverse literature allows readers to find 

commonalities with the characters and contexts about which they read. In an 

ethnographic study, Hartman (2006) looked at how gender and class influenced girls’ 

literacy practices. The researcher conducted a study o f six working class girls and 

investigated how they utilized school and academic literacy to construct their gendered 

identities. Three o f the girls were enrolled in an on-level eleventh grade English class; 

the other three girls were enrolled an honors twelfth grade class. From these six girls 

who had volunteered for the study, the researcher learned that social class prevented the 

students from feeling as though they had a voice in the classroom and that the girls found 

it difficult to connect with the females portrayed in classroom literature selections; these 

two factors contributed to their silenced voices.

The need to understand what successful students, girls in particular, think about 

academic literacy practices inspired the researchers’ work. Until this time, literacy 

studies delved into communities o f struggling students in an effort to improve their 

experiences. The results o f this particular study indicated that even successful students 

could not be passive participants in the learning process if positive change in literacy 

instruction was to occur. This study influenced my choice to learn more about what my 

participants, who have been successful in school, had to say about literacy.

No boy books and no girl books. With graphic novels as the chosen medium, 

Moeller (2011) looked at gender perceptions o f reading through a feminist lens. At the
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foundation o f her research, Moeller conceded that boys appeared to enjoy graphic novels 

more than girls enjoyed them; however, the researcher did not believe that there were 

unquestionable rules such as boy books and girl books. Fifteen students in grades 9-12 

from a principally white, middle class, public school voluntarily agreed to participate in 

the study and to read 3 graphic novels. Expecting to create a more comfortable 

environment, the researcher utilized single gender focus group interviews as one o f the 

study’s data collection methods; the researcher also individually interviewed each student 

twice.

Asserting that graphic novels were a component o f  the subculture o f geeks, the 

study participants expressed double consciousness as they struggled to obtain the balance 

between engaging in “nerd culture” and abstaining from identifying themselves as nerds. 

The participants also made reference to literacy tasks that were masculine or feminine 

and struggled to engage in tasks that did not match their respective genders. The findings 

provided a basis for understanding why adolescent males might be resistant to the nerd 

culture or the academic world.

Curriculum versus student interests. Ensuring that the curriculum aligns with 

adolescent students’ needs and interests seemed to be a logical factor to consider in this 

literacy study. Ives (2012) performed an ethnographic study to examine planned 

curriculum and learning objectives versus students’ actual literacy practices. The 

ethnography concentrated on African-American students in a high poverty middle school 

English language arts class in a Midwestern city. As the classroom teacher and students 

engaged in an integrated novel study o f Hatchet by Gary Paulsen, the European 

American researcher collected qualitative data via participant observation, semi
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structured interviews, and artifact collection. Kristina, one o f the 24 students in the 

study, wrote a play about a ghetto family that provided evidence o f her active, literacy 

engagement outside o f school. The play, like her independent reading choices, reflected 

Kristina’s interest in African American culture and language that is similar to her life 

experiences. When the study researcher asked the classroom teacher to allow Kristina to 

perform her play for the class, the classroom teacher resisted, stating that the curriculum 

and preparation for the end-of-the-year test did not permit time for the performance.

At the end o f the integrated novel unit, Kristina, who had already proven that she 

read and wrote at or above grade level, failed to complete the unit-culminating essay to 

the same standard as each o f the previous essays for which she earned A ’s. The 

classroom teacher challenged her work, but Kristina did not rise to the challenge. She 

later stated, during an interview with the researcher, that she only liked language arts a 

little and that she never read about black people in class. The researcher concluded that 

the marginalization o f students’ racialized and gendered identities produced 

dissatisfaction; that dissatisfaction negatively impacted students’ literacy-related 

performances. As English educators push forward with a pre-determined curriculum that 

does not allow for student considerations, we, regrettably, miss the opportunity to engage 

many o f our students, adolescent males in particular.

Meeting student needs. The most significant component o f my dissertation 

research involved opening the literacy conversation with students, determining what the 

students felt they needed to be successful with academic literacy activities. I determined 

that this component was essential to instituting curricular change. The research o f 

Pitcher, Martinez, Dicembre, Fewster, and McCormick (2010) culminated with
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suggestions for engaging students in dialogue about what they needed in terms o f literacy 

instruction.

In "The Literacy Needs of Adolescents in Their Own Words" (Pitcher, Martinez, 

Dicembre, Fewster, & McCormick, 2010), the researchers chose seven students o f 

various backgrounds who had participated in a university research clinic for twelve 

weeks and who had self-diagnosed reading difficulties, despite performing proficiently 

on state reading assessments. Their study sought to understand the types o f instruction 

that students felt they needed, whether the students were actually receiving these types of 

instruction in their language arts classroom, and whether the parents understood what was 

occurring in the classroom. After assessing and interviewing the participating students, 

the researchers concluded that the curriculum did not meet the needs o f the students.

This predicament begged the question -  Why is the curriculum contrary to student needs? 

I further questioned my own practices and what I would do differently to create a more 

student friendly atmosphere.

Summary

In this chapter, I reviewed examined the current curriculum initiative -  CCSS, 

examined the relevance o f reader-response theory, and delineated current gender-specific 

literacy research. The Common Core State Standards permitted me to situate classroom 

practices into the context o f today’s secondary English classroom. Reader-oriented 

criticism and reception theory provided the lens through which I viewed the reading 

activities in which my students engaged. Current adolescent literacy research provided a 

practical framework for my research. Combining these elements and thinking about the 

complexity o f literacy instruction helped to frame my own perceptions o f adolescent male
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literacy and my understanding o f the kind o f student these combined elements produced. 

In the next chapter, I detailed the methodology for my qualitative case study.



CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

“I  like learning about different societies around the world. I  want 

to travel around the world and try to help around. I ’ve ju s t heard a lot on 

the news and things that ju s t interest me. The social interactions around  

the world, things like that. ”

Harrison, the Gentleman 

In this third chapter, the specific research methodology I used in this literacy 

study is described. The information is organized into the ensuing sections: (1) statement 

o f the problem, (2) research question, (3) qualitative design rationale, (4) pilot study 

description and findings (5) case study characteristics (6) study setting, (7) study 

participants, and (8) data collection methods.

Statement o f the Problem 

Social constructivists desire to understand the world around them; their resulting 

understandings are diverse and subject to their personal experiences (Creswell, 2009). I 

believed that my adolescent male students developed their literacy practices based on 

their socially constructed identities that resulted from adhering to cultural expectations.

In this case study, I investigated how nine tenth grade male students at a central Georgia 

high school practice in-and-out o f school literacies to construct their identities. My social 

constructivist worldview compelled me to explore my students’ perspectives o f their 

academic experiences.

43
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Research Questions

The following four research questions focused my data collection and analysis:

• What are the academic, or in school, literacy practices that adolescent males 

resist?

• What are the social, or out o f school, literacy practices that adolescent males 

embrace?

• How do in-and-out o f school literacies assist in the construction o f adolescent 

male students’ identities?

• How can secondary English Language Arts educators bridge the gap between 

in school and out o f school literacy practices o f adolescent males?

Qualitative Research Design

According to Merriam (2002), qualitative research is an attempt to make sense of 

a phenomenon from the participant’s perspective. Creswell (2013) states that scholars 

conduct qualitative research when they have identified a human or social issue that 

dictates further exploration or explanation. The researcher may want to know more about 

a particular group or an entire population. In the present case, I wanted to know more 

about adolescent males, and I wanted to explore and relate their literacy stories. When 

the researcher desires to write as a means o f discovering knowledge (Richardson, 2000) 

and aspires to write in a “ literary, flexible style that conveys stories” (Creswell, 2013, p. 

48), those goals further support the use o f qualitative research. The final compelling 

reason for utilizing a qualitative approach rests with the participants. Because 1 did not 

want to reduce the adolescent male participants in my study to a mere collection of facts
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and figures, because I wanted to tell their unique stories, a qualitative method was the 

best choice.

Despite my assurance that I selected the most appropriate research approach, I 

understood that 1 faced stringent requirements. After all, qualitative research dictated a 

commitment to time in the field, a commitment to all-encompassing data analysis, and a 

commitment to writing extensive passages that detailed the comprehensive research 

process (Merriam, 2002; Creswell, 2013). These essentials provided the foundation for 

my endeavor, but before embarking on my dissertation study, I conducted a pilot study 

that would provide a refined focus for my research.

Pilot Study: Gaining Entree

Before beginning the current dissertation research study, I contemplated the 

reasons that so few adolescent males enrolled in honors English, so I asked to teach an 

all-male English class at the public high school where I am employed. I wanted to 

understand the boys better and conjectured that grouping them together would allow me 

to infiltrate their world and learn what I could better do to assist them in their secondary 

education pursuits. My principal allowed me to teach an all-male freshman honors 

English class whose male population represented only thirty percent o f  the total freshman 

honors English population. The overwhelmingly female population o f my honors 

English classes contributed to the nagging feeling that 1 was not providing the best 

literacy education that I could for my adolescent male students.

The goal o f this qualitative pilot study was to gain a better understanding of 

adolescent male students’ literacy practices. My interactions with these young men were 

guided by the following research question: How, if  at all, do adolescent males’
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perceptions o f literacy affect their academic identities? There were fifteen adolescent 

males from the ages o f 14 to 15 years old who participated. The participants were a 

combination o f students who were labeled gifted and students who were not labeled 

gifted but who had either performed at high levels on the reading and language arts 

sections o f  the Georgia Criterion-Referenced Competency Tests or who had been placed 

into the course based on parent or self-recommendation.

As a participant observer who was a full participant in the community as well as 

the researcher (Glesne, 2011), I collected data from typical student-to-student and 

teacher-to-student interactions. When the students wrote or said something that had 

relevance to the study question, I attempted to make note o f it. If  I was lecturing or 

leading a class discussion, I would try to write a note and stick it in my pocket. I wrote 

comments on student rosters and on instructional handouts. I collected a few artifacts, 

photocopying assignments that students submitted for course credit. I also held before 

school focus group sessions where we could talk informally about the participants’ 

thoughts on literacy; I videotaped these sessions so that I could look back at the videos 

for relevant information.

The boys were a challenge, and invading their world was equally tough. Initially, 

the young men seemed resistant to talking with me, a female and a teacher, about their 

reading pasts, unsure o f what I really wanted from them. I was crossing both a gender 

and age boundary with them. 1 shared stories about my son and his lack of interest in 

academic reading, and I shared my own thoughts about the books that 1 liked or that I did 

not like, even books that I had abandoned because they did not interest me. Additionally, 

I shared facts about my personal life, how I do not enjoy cooking; then 1 baked treats for
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them. I believe that this act gained me favor with them. One day, I noticed that the 

participants opened up and began to talk to me about everything on their minds: reading, 

their other classes, sports, band, and other activities important to them. I had gained what 

researchers covet, entree into the community (Guest, Namey, & Mitchell, 2013). 1 knew 

that I was accepted in the community when Kevin baked brownies for me; his generosity 

led me to believe that we were a unit and that generosity would be reciprocated. The 

rapport that I was building with these young men was not just important to my pilot 

study; the rapport was as important when I asked the participants to continue in my 

dissertation study.

As the year progressed, the participants demonstrated more masculine behaviors: 

rowdiness, horseplay, and academic reluctance; in my experience, these behaviors 

seemed escalated when compared to adolescent males in co-educational settings. J had 

entered the year hoping that I could easily challenge them to embrace the academic 

environment; that was not the case. As a consequence o f their reluctance, my desire to 

incorporate literacy practices that the participants utilized outside o f the classroom 

amplified; I really wanted them to see the connections between home and school. This 

goal led me to consider their literacy practices outside o f school and the questions that 1 

could ask in my dissertation study about those out o f school practices. In addition, I 

decided that I did not want to continue with an all-male class; I wanted to see how these 

young men would behave and respond in a co-educational setting. The change in setting 

allowed for comparisons, if they were applicable to the study.

Even though we had a challenging start, 1 developed a bond with these students 

through our numerous unplanned conversations and mutual sharing o f life events beyond
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the classroom walls. The moments that were most informative for my research came in 

spur-of-the-moment conversations before or after class, and sometimes, they came with 

chicken biscuits during our breakfast, focus group sessions. At these times, my male 

students engaged in authentic conversations, talking about things that mattered most to 

them: friends, movies, classes, football, golf, band, and mishaps. Although these 

conversations began with random topics, the students would respond favorably if I 

connected them to literacy. Recognizing the connections that the participants made 

compelled me to understand them even better and to choose a case study design, in which 

I could ask about that pilot study year, for my dissertation research. These conversations 

also contextualized the statements that the participants made during the interviews and 

focus group session o f the dissertation study. I was able to review my field notes and 

triangulate them with the data from the dissertation study; the process shed more light on 

and revealed the themes o f the case.

Finally, the pilot study narrowed my literacy focus. According to Ash and Asaaf 

(2008), literacy practices comprise reading, writing, listening, talking, viewing and 

participating. I decided that each o f these components could be the focus o f a research 

study on its own but that 1 would chose just one: reading. While many of the participants 

preferred to be succinct, avoiding elaboration in their writing, reading seemed to be a 

more complex issue and one that I wanted to understand. These young men could read, 

but appeared unwilling to engage in the process, and I wanted to understand why. When 

the study began, 1 wondered about the impact o f academic literacy activities on the 

participants’ perspectives; 1 now considered more closely what the participants bring to 

the classroom and to the literacy activities.
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Case Study Characteristics 

A qualitative case study design was an ideal fit for my dissertation research 

because I was able to investigate more closely the literacy lives o f my participants by 

interviewing and observing them within their customary environment. Case study 

research is an approach in which the researcher examines “a real-life, contemporary 

bounded system or multiple bounded systems over time, through detailed, in-depth data 

collection involving multiple sources o f  information” (Creswell, 2013, p. 97). Case 

studies, like other forms of qualitative research, provide the foundation for the 

researcher’s quest for “meaning and understanding” (Merriam, 2002, p. 179). My quest 

was embedded in the literacy practices o f adolescent males who were members o f my 

pilot study, all-male freshman English class.

A case study can focus on an individual, a group, an activity, an event, or an 

organization (Appleton, 2002). 1 chose to focus on a collection o f  individuals that formed 

a social group. With an intrinsic case study, the researcher seeks to understand a 

particular phenomenon in a natural environment (Stake, 1995). The purpose o f the 

present study was to understand adolescent male perspectives on literacy and to learn 

about these perspectives in the secondary English classroom setting; therefore, I further 

categorized this scholarly endeavor as intrinsic.

Although not prescriptive, Robert Stake (1995) identifies case study research as 

appropriate for contemporary issues such as adolescent literacy. He articulates that this 

research method is an ideal opportunity to learn about complex issues surrounding the 

case. In this case, the complex issue involved pushing aside stereotypes and getting to 

the core o f the participants’ beliefs. Researchers typically conduct case studies in real-
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life settings where they can collect multiple sources o f data in an attempt to construct an 

in-depth understanding o f an issue. He identifies purposeful sampling as another 

rationale component. My participants derived from participants in my pilot study; each 

student was a member o f  an all-male class that I taught during the 2012-2013 school year. 

My dissertation research maintained the same setting -  the public high school where I am 

employed as a secondary English teacher, and I collected data and artifacts in that same 

environment. For the abovementioned reasons, my study aligned with Stake’s (1995) 

rationale for utilizing case study methodology. I constructed knowledge about this 

participant group based on my observations and interactions with this case.

Study Setting

One of the essential components o f a case study is the authentic setting. 

Understanding that I needed to interview my students in the place where they engaged in 

academic literacy activities, 1 conducted my dissertation study at a public high school in 

central Georgia. According to the U.S. Census Bureau (2014), the county in which the 

study school resided was eighty-six percent suburban and fourteen percent rural. As 1 

drove past large land parcels with grazing cattle and horses traveling to my place of 

employment, I classified the specific, local community in which the study school exists 

and my students reside as rural rather than suburban. The National Center for Education 

Statistics (NCES) defined rural as territory that is five or more miles from an urban area 

and therefore supported my supposition.

The central Georgia school district was one o f the ten largest school districts in 

the state. At the time that 1 conducted my study, the district serviced forty thousand 

students in fifty schools -  twenty-nine elementary schools, eleven middle schools, and
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ten high schools. While the student population was nearly forty-seven percent African- 

American, thirty-eight percent Caucasian, eight percent Hispanic, four percent Interracial, 

and three percent Asian, the total county population lacked the same diversity; the 

percentage of Caucasians increased, and the percentages o f African-Americans and 

Hispanics were lower, at thirty-nine percent and six percent respectively (U.S. Census 

Bureau, 2014). Fifty-one percent o f the district students are categorized as 

economically disadvantaged, and thirty-five o f them participate in the Early Intervention 

Program. Nearly ten percent o f the students were served in gifted programs, and thirteen 

percent received Special Education services (Brown County Schools, 2013).

The study school’s student body population comprised nearly one thousand and 

two hundred students and was approximately sixty-two percent Caucasian and thirty- 

seven percent African-American, and one percent Hispanic; there were only two Asian 

students. While the U.S. percentage o f college graduates has reached thirty percent (U.S. 

Census Bureau, 2012), only nineteen and a half percent o f county residents twenty-five 

years or older hold a bachelor’s degree or higher (Advameg, Inc., 2012). My Honors 

English I and Honors English II students corroborated these statistics with verbal reports 

that many of them intend to be the first in their families to attend college.

During the 2013-2014 academic year, the percentages o f male students remained 

relatively the same as they were in the previous academic year, thirty-six percent in ninth 

grade and thirty-seven percent in tenth grade. Even though the honors classes maintained 

consistent demographics, I also taught a basic reading and writing class for students who 

struggled and therefore resisted reading and writing practices; this class included ten 

males and only two females. My honors English classes reflected an underrepresentation
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of males; the population o f the remedial class had an overrepresentation o f males and 

thus supported the need for English educators to examine the possible causes for the 

corresponding situations.

Although I had a self-defined educational purpose, helping adolescent male 

students realize their academic potential, I taught all o f my students in ways that showed 

the work we completed together was important. My secondary English classroom 

reflected my need for order as well as my desire to see students interact in authentic 

ways; my classroom was a community. A typical day in our class began with a 

vocabulary warm up. I took attendance while the students settled down. Then we shared 

the outcome o f those focus activities; the students often came to the white board and 

recorded their responses. After a discussion about the vocabulary, I proceeded with the 

day’s agenda. I selected our literature with the students in mind. We read Shakespearean 

comedies in small groups, with each group selecting a different play. We held board 

talks about Laura Esquivel’s Like Water fo r  Chocolate. We created mind maps about the 

French Revolution and A Tale o f  Two Cities. We engaged in literature circles with 

contemporary dystopian novels. During the multi-genre research unit, the students chose 

contemporary topics that related to their personal interests. I considered their interests as 

well as what 1 determined they needed in order to be successful in their post-secondary 

lives. Talking with my students about their junior and senior years o f high school and 

college was a not uncommon. I believed that their efforts in my classroom prepared them 

for whatever their tomorrows held.
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Study Participants

For this literacy study, I created a purposive sample o f nine tenth grade males 

enrolled at a public high school in central Georgia; I selected these young men based on 

my interactions with them during my pilot study in the previous school year. Six o f the 

participants are Caucasian, one is African-American, and one is Asian. Four o f the 

participants are labeled gifted, and one participant received English to Speakers o f Other 

Languages (ESOL) services. Eight o f  the participants were enrolled in Honors English 

II, the course that I taught. The ESOL student was enrolled in an on-level English course 

with a different teacher.

As I thought about the students that I would select for recruitment, I reflected on 

my exchanges with each o f them. While some o f the students were garrulous and wanted 

to share their lives with me, others were quiet and not likely to provide the detailed 

responses necessary for adequate data analysis. Also, three o f  the fifteen students had 

chosen not to enroll in Honors English II; consequently, I no longer saw two o f them on a 

regular basis. I continued to tutor the third young man, an ESOL student, and opted to 

include him. In general, 1 opted to recruit the more vocal students who stopped by to chat 

even if I did not teach them the second year. 1 surmised that their willingness to ask 

about my research and to report how they were doing was an indication o f their interest in 

continuing the process with me. I further concluded that these were the young men who 

would provide the rich data from which I could interpret instructional significance based 

on their literacy perspectives.

The portrayals below highlighted the students that agreed to become participants 

in my dissertation study. I fully expected that the descriptions would change from my
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proposal defense to the conclusion of my research. The expected changes, however, were 

minimal at best. The greatest change was an addition to the list; 1 began the study with 

eight participants and ended with nine. I added one participant because 1 continued to 

think about my interactions with him and how those interactions differed from my 

interactions with the original eight participants. In addition, I added my own profile 

because o f the role that I played as the educator and researcher in this study.

Newly Minted American

On the most recent Chinese Mid-Autumn Festival, Feng walked into my 

classroom with a huge smile on his face. He said good morning and then reached into his 

backpack to pull out a moon cake. He proudly handed me the round-shaped cake and 

began to explain its significance. Traditional moon cakes are rectangular or round 

pastries filled with sweet red bean or lotus seed paste; these delicacies have elaborate 

designs on top and are given to family, friends, and colleagues. The gift is intended as a 

thank you for past support and a wish for future blessings and prosperity.

Although I did not teach Feng during his sophomore year, this was not the first 

time that he walked into my classroom; he visited nearly every morning and came for 

tutoring every Monday and Thursday after school. Feng was bom in China and moved to 

the United States as a seventh grader. His English gets better each day, but he needed 

more practice to become fluent in speech and proficient in writing. When he took Honors 

English last year, it was a decision that his parents made. In his tenth grade year, they 

reluctantly allowed him to register for the on-level class as a way o f bolstering his basic 

literacy skills. Feng’s parents expected him to know English well enough to return to an 

honors class during his junior year; the compromise that he made with his parents is why



55

he asked that I tutor him two days per week. We met every Monday and Thursday during 

the fall semester, and every Wednesday and Thursday during the spring semester. We 

reviewed parts o f speech and discussed usage and mechanics, but we mostly practiced 

writing essays. Feng stated that he believed he would be better at English than some of 

his classmates at the end of his sophomore year.

Varsity Football Player

Cooper is a lineman on the varsity football team; he is also a member o f the Beta 

Club. While he flaunts his jersey on game-day Fridays, he is more reserved when he 

earns an A on a vocabulary test or completes community service for Beta Club, choosing 

not to be noticed for his academic accomplishments or goodwill towards others. 

Therefore, when Cooper chose me to wear his football jersey on Homecoming Friday, 1 

wore it with pride; I saw it as validation o f our academic experiences together.

As a member o f the all-boys Honors English I class, Cooper was one o f the most 

dedicated. He has parents who expect that he will earn all A ’s each semester; he works 

hard not to disappoint. At the end o f his freshman year, grades in the upper 80s quickly 

changed with a last minute effort spurred by a conversation with his father. Following an 

ultimatum from his dad, Cooper worked diligently to improve his grades. He shared that 

talk and included how unreasonable it was for his father to have such high expectations 

for him. Cooper was unsure whether he could handle the pressure to excel. He ended 

his freshman year with only one B. Cooper’s approach to literacy is similar; he does 

what he needs to do, no more than what is required.



56

Cross Country Runner

Kevin and I had a less than stellar start to the school year last year. He did not 

respond positively to my academic expectations for him and the rest o f the class. An 

expectation as simple as responding to a question with a complete thought/sentence 

caused him great frustration. As a result, his mother and 1 had an impromptu conference 

in the second week o f school because Kevin was disrespectful. I sent mom an email 

explaining the situation, and she immediately walked from her classroom on the 100 

hallway to my classroom on the 200 hallway. Not long after this incident, something 

changed. Kevin could not articulate the reason for his change o f heart, but he baked 

brownies for me. He stated that 1, despite my lack o f  time for extras, had looked out for 

them; he wanted to repay my efforts. I saw his mother in the hall, and she told the story 

o f him coming home and insisting that he bake brownies for me. She remarked how 

happy she was that he was now intent on performing well in my class; she said it was a 

complete turn-around.

Kevin decided to enroll in Honors English II. He remained friendly and more 

committed to his academic endeavors. When there is downtime in the classroom, he will 

often find his way to my desk to share something in his life -  grades in other classes, 

personal records in cross country races, or anticipation an upcoming wrestling match. I 

welcomed him and even probed him regarding his efforts to improve in other classes.

He, in turn, welcomed my encouraging but academically focused advice.

The Artist

1 taught Anthony’s brother in both ninth and tenth grade. His brother was an 

excellent student and a charismatic speaker; other students sat up in their seats as they
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listened to his presentations. Anthony prefers to fly under the radar; he does not want to 

be the focus of attention. He, too, was a great student as a freshman, one who prided 

himself on earning high marks, but the year was nearly over before 1 recognized this fact 

about him. After seeing his grade on a test, Anthony challenged the correct answer; I was 

pleasantly surprised. 1 did not award him the credit, but 1 told him that I understood his 

thinking and encouraged him to speak up more often in class.

Anthony was a quiet artist who told me that he did not want to read Veronica 

Roth’s Divergent in class because he thought it would ruin his enjoyment o f the book, a 

member o f the dystopian genre that he enjoyed in his free time. He has definite thoughts 

about reading and what it means in school.

The Class Clown

James’s dad worked out o f state often; the situation affected James negatively. 

Every now and then, he would make a comment about having a bad day. When asked 

why, the answer always involved his dad being out o f town; the trips typically lasted at 

least two weeks per month. During this time, 1 witnessed changes in Jam es’ behavior. 

Former students often write me notes on my white board; James would erase them and 

then ask me about the notes. Who erased the note? He also annoyed the other students 

with little comments that questioned their masculinity or intelligence.

James was frequently the first student to complete an assignment, and the 

assignment was usually less than stellar in its attention to the task requirements. Most of 

the time, it seemed as though he could not be bothered with school, particularly with 

reading. As time progressed, 1 learned more about his family but continued to struggle
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with his academic motivations. His behavior even caused me to question his selection of 

an Honors English class.

Tough Guy

When I meet students for the first time, I smile pleasantly and do my best to get to 

know them without making snap judgments. With Kenny, that was a difficult task. He 

made negative comments and did not appear interested in anything. I made attempts to 

engage him in conversation and initially received one-word responses. When I handed 

out the letters o f  assent and consent for the pilot study, I firmly felt that he would not 

participate in the pilot study. 1 was wrong. He returned the signed documents and 

attended each o f the focus group sessions. He contributed fully and even brought in a 

book, Blood on the River, that he enjoyed reading in middle school. He even suggested 

that I should have the participating students create a list o f their favorite books so that I 

could learn what they liked to read.

I soon learned that Kenny’s tough guy exterior was just a facade, a protective 

barrier that he displayed until he felt comfortable to be himself. At the beginning o f his 

sophomore year, Kenny shared even more about his personal life with me, revealing 

family financial issues that prevented him from attending a field trip or joining an 

extracurricular club with mandatory dues. Kenny, initially an enigma, revealed himself 

to be a self-motivated young man who understood what it took to be successful in school. 

The Wordsmith

In the first few weeks o f the 2012-13 school year, 1 noticed that Sebastian was 

reading The Three Musketeers by Alexandre Dumas, not carrying it for decoration but 

actually reading the text whenever he had an opportunity. At the time, my grammar
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warm-up comprised sentences from literature. The tenth graders had a sentence from the 

novel The Three Musketeers, and Sebastian raised his hand to share what the sentence 

meant. The other young men and I were impressed. Sebastian continued to carry that 

novel in the first few weeks o f his sophomore year because he had not finished the novel. 

He was a delighted young man when he finally accomplished his reading goal.

It also became clear that Sebastian loved words; he always wanted to put the most 

complicated sentence on the board. I believe that he enjoyed confounding his classmates, 

getting a little smirk on his face when he stumped them. At the beginning o f the 2013-14 

school year, I recommended Sebastian for the Governor’s Honors Program, a four-week 

summer program for intellectually gifted students. He shared that the recommendation 

was a dilemma for him. If  he participated in the selection process, he would have extra 

work to do -  completing the application and writing an essay. If  he did not participate in 

the process, he would disappoint me. I attempted to convey to him that I just wanted him 

to achieve all that he could. He chose not participate; he also did not complete the 

process for the Reader o f  the Year nomination that I initiated.

Quietly Determined Gentleman

Harrison did not speak much as a freshman in the pilot study class. Based on 

isolated comments about his grades, I did ascertain that his academic performance was 

important to him, but our teacher-student exchanges were mostly cursory. Consequently,

I was indecisive about whether to include him in my dissertation study. Harrison was the 

person who changed my mind as he engaged in a campaign to be included. He began to 

visit me in the mornings before school, not saying much, just asking over and over again 

when 1 was planning to interview him. Initially, I was non-committal; then I confirmed
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that it would be soon. I ultimately decided that if  he was determined enough to ask 

repeatedly, then I definitely wanted to add his voice to the conversation.

Harrison participates in several school activities; he is a member o f the junior 

varsity football team, a wrestler, a Beta Club member, and an A/B honor roll student.

The characteristic that stands out most is his genial demeanor. While most members o f 

the pilot study group displayed boisterous tendencies, he never did. His low-key 

personality allows him to mingle well in both the all-male and co-educational classes.

The Scientist

Parker has a passion for science, genetics in particular, and he is persistently on a 

quest for how he can conduct research. After being nominated for the Governor’s Honor 

Program, he wanted to make him self a worthy candidate for selection. He probably 

talked with every one o f his teachers and many other adults in the building about whether 

or not they knew where he could work in a science lab. His tenacity is an indicator o f  his 

dedication to his education.

Despite parental resistance to his desire to enroll in honors and Advanced 

Placement courses, Parker manages to take the classes that he wants. At the beginning of 

his sophomore year, he completed a new course request form and notified his parents of 

his course choices after the deadline for making changes had passed. Even joining the 

National Senior Beta Club and the National Honor Society was a challenge for him 

because o f the lack o f parental support. When registering for the Scholastic Aptitude 

Test, he secured a fee waiver from the guidance counselor and then asked me if I would 

help him register. With the consent of the teacher whose class he was missing, we spent
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my planning period completing the online registration process. Parker has a commitment 

to his education that is commendable.

The Researcher

Reader, educator, spouse, parent, and researcher are some o f the many titles that 

describe me, Anthonette “Toni” Brown Collie. Thanks to my mother and older sister, I 

began reading prior to my enrollment in kindergarten, and I have been reading ever since. 

Because o f their involvement in engaging me in reading early, I was eager to do the same 

for others. I am convinced that my life experiences led me to my occupation.

My initial education assignment was teaching reading and language arts to 

seventh grade students. Idealistic would best describe how I approached my first year in 

the classroom. I quickly discerned, however, that I enjoyed reading more than many o f 

my students, particularly the male students. In the twenty-one years that followed, I have 

taught secondary ELA in middle school and high school and in three different states. In 

each locale, the seeming disinterest o f the adolescent male remained a constant. Much 

like the educator, Toni, the researcher, entered this study full o f hope and determination 

to help my adolescent male students achieve more than they thought they were capable of 

achieving.

Data Collection

Pilot Study. I collected data during the pilot study that proved useful in the 

current dissertation study. Because o f my full participation in the research setting, 1 was 

able to write notes about observations made in the natural course o f instruction in the 

classroom; those field notes were frequently written on the most readily available piece 

o f paper. The notes included my thoughts on the participants’ actions and statements, as
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well as questions about next steps as I anticipated how to connect with the participants.

At one point, 1 critiqued my performance as the researcher.

One of the most significant notes simply stated “Twilight” and “tossing book.”

The narrative o f that particular incident now serves at the motivation and introductory 

paragraph for the hegemonic masculinity theme; the narrative provides context for the 

participants’ statements about boy books and girl books. This utilization o f the pilot 

study data not only allowed me to contextualize participant comments, it also allowed me 

to review and triangulate that data with the dissertation study data, thus enhancing the 

validity o f the results.

Interviews. As a data collection method for an intrinsic case study, interviews 

provided the opportunity to probe the participants regarding their beliefs and perspectives 

related to the study. Interviews were significant to my research because 1 wanted to 

know the participants’ individual literacy stories; their individual stories were essential to 

discovering the significance o f their literacy perspectives (Seidman, 2013). I completed 

two rounds o f interviews. The interview protocols (See Appendix B and Appendix F) 

were semi-structured and therefore allowed me to follow new leads and ask additional 

questions as the need arose (Glesne, 2011).

I recruited seven of the profiled students from my all-male, pilot study class to 

participate in individual in-depth interviews regarding their literacy habits in and out o f 

school. I was also willing to accept volunteers, knowing that the maximum number o f 

participants would be fifteen, the total number o f students that were in my pilot study 

class. The eighth participant was a volunteer; he approached me and asked when 1 would 

be interviewing him for my study. Because he is a reserved young man who does not
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speak often in class, I was hesitant about including him, fearing that he would not offer 

sufficiently rich data. I did, however, appreciate his eagerness to be included in the 

study. Consequently, I decided that his willingness to participate would likely make him 

a valued addition to the group o f participants.

I conducted all eight o f the first round interviews during regularly scheduled 

school hours. 1 was fortunate enough to have a capable student teacher that taught and 

supervised the remaining students while the participants and I talked one-to-one in a 

workroom across the hall from my classroom. Five o f  the student participants agreed to 

be interviewed during their assigned ELA class periods; the other three student 

participants arranged with other classroom teachers to come for their interviews during a 

different class period. Occasionally, we had to pause the recorder while I checked on the 

classroom or answered procedural questions, but the interruptions were brief and 

minimally intrusive. The interview process did not appear to suffer. It took four days to 

complete the first round.

Finding the time to complete the second round o f interviews was a bit more 

challenging; my student teacher had completed her service, so I did not have the same 

flexibility as with the first round. Out o f necessity, 1 had to complete the second 

interviews before school, after school, or during my planning period. The students were 

flexible and made arrangements to meet me at their convenience. I completed the second 

round of interviews during the final week o f regular classes, before the week o f final 

exams and early release days.

After an initial review and analysis o f the eight original participants’ responses, it 

became clear to me that another perspective was absent yet indispensable when it came to
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providing a complete picture o f this group o f  adolescent males. Based on observations 

that I had made in class, I conjectured that Parker, who had previously completed the 

parental consent and the student assent forms, would add a distinctive and valuable 

viewpoint. Moreover, Parker had been mentioned by a couple o f  the eight participants 

when questioned during their interviews and the focus group session. Specifically, two 

o f the participants conjectured that Parker would have a different perspective on a given 

question.

I contacted Parker’s mom and requested permission to interview him. She agreed. 

He was out o f  town on a summer vacation, so he and I decided on a mutually agreeable 

time to converse via telephone. The interview protocol (See Appendix F) that I 

employed with Parker was a combination o f  questions that I asked the other participants 

during both rounds o f interviews and the focus group session.

I recorded the first and second rounds o f interviews and Parker’s interview with a 

digital voice recorder. At the beginning of the interviews, I informed the student 

participants that 1 would protect their identities with pseudonyms and that they could 

elect not to respond to any or all o f my questions. Their participation and responses 

would be completely voluntary. Overall, the student participants were more concerned 

with their pseudonyms than with the questions; each participant wanted to know his 

pseudonym. I chose not to share that information because I wanted the participants to 

feel comfortable knowing that their information would not be readily available for others 

to identify; I wanted to protect their anonymity.

After sharing that I would use pseudonyms and that they were under no obligation 

to answer any question, 1 then informed the participants that I was recording the
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interviews so that 1 could later transcribe our conversations and analyze the content.

Each participant either nodded or verbally consented prior to the actual beginning o f the 

interview. Finally, I reminded the students that they could withdraw from participation in 

the interviews and/or the overall research study at any point if  they changed their minds 

regarding participation in the study.

Focus group. According to Glesne (2011), focus group interviews rely upon the 

interaction o f the group members. In the present literacy study, hearing what the nine 

participants said or did not say in the presence o f  their peers was important because o f  the 

depiction o f literacy that would be created by the participants’ statements in this group 

setting. I believed that the focus group would allow me to see whether the adolescent 

males remained committed to their individual ideas about literacy in the presence of their 

peers. Focus groups are about the words that the participants speak when they are 

members o f a group.

After 1 completed the first round o f interviews and transcribed the digital audio 

recordings, 1 reviewed the transcripts for commonalities as well as for holes in the data. 

Then 1 convened a focus group o f student participants for a group discussion of their 

individual literacy practices and classroom literacy activities. I used a semi-structured 

interview protocol (See Appendix F) that was based on the results o f the first round o f 

interviews and incorporated related follow-up questions as appropriate.

At the first scheduled meeting, only two of the participants attended. I dismissed 

the two participants and decided to try for a later date. At the second scheduled date, 

Friday o f the same week, five participants show up; we met for 30 minutes before normal 

school hours in the school’s media center conference room.



66

The group forum allowed the participants to comment on what their peers stated, 

often generating new thoughts or causing them to recall previously unstated information.

I utilized a digital voice recorder to document the session so that 1 could later analyze the 

transcript o f the discussion for significant themes and other distinctions as they related to 

literacy instruction or identity development.

Participant Observations. 1 was the most obvious research instrument in this 

qualitative study; my “eyes and ears are the tools” that 1 used to collect data about my 

adolescent male participants (Maxwell, 2013, p. 88). Participant observation as research 

methodology involves the inclusion o f the researcher in the daily lives o f the research 

participants (Glesne, 2011). In this case, the daily lives o f the participants encompassed 

their daily school attendance.

When the present study began, I had a student teacher that was in charge of 

instruction; she was scheduled to teach during the data collection period. Circumstances 

altered that plan; my student teacher was moved to another classroom, and I no longer 

had dedicated time to simply be an observer. As a participant observer, I fell to the right 

on the Glesne (2011) participant observer continuum. However, I was not a male high 

school student, so 1 was a “full participant” as a teacher, and I was also the researcher. 1 

collected data from typical student-to-student and teacher-to-student interactions.

Through the normal course o f teaching, 1 observed the participants that 1 taught and made 

note o f the events and participant comments that related to my study o f their literacy 

perspectives. Since I was teaching at the same time, the notes were often written on the 

paper closest to me, and even though they might seem rudimentary, the notes kept a
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record o f the routine and non-routine insights my participants sparked in me. My 

participant observations were concurrent with the interviews and focus group sessions.

Artifacts. I collected artifacts -  journals, literary responses, interest inventories, 

literacy projects, and any other products the participants created for school or out of 

school literacy purposes -  that the participants produced in class and out o f class as a 

result o f typical classroom activities or out o f school activities. I believed that the 

students’ work would provide insights into their beliefs about academic literacy. For the 

purpose o f data analysis, 1 photocopied the artifacts and removed any identifiable 

information. I also saved some o f their electronic artifacts to a password-protected 

computer. The students retained the original artifacts.

Data Analysis

Fetterman (2010) suggests that data analysis is a test o f  the researchers’ ability to 

think and make meaning o f the data collected. This supposition guided my analysis o f 

the collected data, beginning day one o f the research study. The lens through which I 

viewed the data was a consolidation o f four theories: Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory, 

Rosenblatt’s reader response theory, Iser’s reception theory, and Fish’s interpretive 

communities theory. Moreover, 1 entered this study understanding that analysis is 

iterative; I reviewed the material as many times as necessary to depict an accurate picture 

o f these young men and their perceptions o f in and out o f school literacy. Presenting 

their voices in an authentic manner motivated the entire data analysis process.

Participant Observations

The participant observation notes were rudimentary, but they provided insight 

during the analysis process. I re-read and reviewed the notes to assist me as I attempted
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to make sense o f the interview and focus group data. Hearing and transcribing the 

participants’ comments about boy books and girl books, accompanied by the notes 

indicating that the participants tossed the Twilight novel across the room, created a scene 

that conveyed the participants’ initial perspectives about gender and literature.

Round One Interviews

During the initial round o f interviews, I developed the questions beforehand and 

allowed the participants to add additional information as we spoke one-on-one. Next, I 

transcribed the digital audio recordings utilizing transcribe.com; the website was helpful 

because I was able to see the text and manage the recording at the same time. After a 

general read of the transcripts, I wrote a memo to Dr. Sharon Murphy Augustine, my 

committee chairperson; I wanted to document my early thoughts and propose new 

questions for the focus group session (See Appendix C). Writing the memo captured my 

first analytic thoughts as they occurred (Glesne, 2011).

Next, I printed the files o f  the eight transcripts and read them carefully. I 

highlighted text and wrote comments; I simultaneously created a chart (See Appendix D) 

that listed each o f the eight participants and the ideas that came to mind as I annotated 

their transcripts. I began to notice similarities in their statements and commenced natural 

coding (Dey, 1993). Using one color for each theme, I highlighted the notes that I had 

taken, revealing common themes in the participant’s individual statements.

After this first round o f interviews, 1 was perplexed. The participants politely 

answered my questions, but they did not share any new or profound information. At 

times, 1 even felt as though the participants wanted to say everything that they thought 1 

would want them to say. When asked what he enjoyed least about his freshman honors
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English class, Anthony stated that he did not like the amount o f writing that we did in 

ninth grade; then he immediately followed up with “but writing is always good because it 

helps us improve.” His contradictory statement made me pause to contemplate his 

conceivable desire to please me, his classroom teacher o f the past two years. Even later 

when I asked what else he wanted to tell me about literacy, Anthony commented, “I like 

how you teach, and uh, it keeps me engaged and interested.” Kenny, another participant, 

also expressed a favorable opinion that did not directly answer the question; his thought 

about the pilot study class was that it “seemed like fun work instead o f just constant... 

it’s more interesting.” Kevin, a third participant, even ended his first interview by telling 

me that he “was glad he was in honors in English this year.”

I found it helpful to discuss my concerns with my committee chair and to hear her 

perspective on strategies that I considered as 1 moved forward. I knew that I wanted to 

delve deeper with the participants and believed that sharing more o f m yself might be the 

key to getting the participants to share more o f themselves.

Focus Group Session

I had high expectations for the morning focus group session because the 

participants had responded well to chicken biscuits and casual talk during the pilot study 

year. On the first scheduled day, only two students were able to attend; they each left 

with three chicken biscuits, and 1 rescheduled the session. On the second attempt, five 

participants attended; I decided that five out o f eight was adequate, and we were able to 

have our discussion regarding literacy.

I transcribed the digital audio recordings utilizing transcribe.com. Upon a general 

review o f the transcript, 1 noted that the participants were compliant and responded to
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each question that I posed. They continued to express a fondness for action and 

adventure novels and an extreme aversion to romance novels or novels where they could 

easily anticipate the ending. I asked participants to explain their thoughts. Often, one 

participant would explain his thoughts, and the other participants would agree. There 

was more agreement than dissent, greater group consensus than individuality. I 

attempted to keep this factor in mind as Ashbury (1995) reminds researchers to consider 

the importance o f group interaction when analyzing focus group data.

Again, I spoke with Dr. Augustine, an important step in my data analysis process.

I began to look at my data with far greater scrutiny. The conversation served as a 

springboard into a heightened view o f my participants. During our talk, I was able to 

articulate that the first round o f interviews generated superficial comments and that 

several o f  the students seemed give answers that they thought I wanted to hear. This 

notion could not be further from the truth; I knew that I was attempting to comprehend a 

complex matter and that the participants held the answer. This new focus permitted me 

to look at the transcripts with greater clarity; I was also able to think more definitively 

about the reoccurring themes in the participants’ comments.

1 decided that my next round o f interviews should be more conversational and that 

I should share some of my personal experiences with literature so that the participants 

could gain a better understanding o f my motivation for pursuing this literacy research.

My profound revelation was that 1 needed to safeguard against not giving the boys 

adequate stimulus to generate their thinking.
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Round Two Interviews

During the second round o f interviews, I decided that I should share more 

information about m yself so that the participants would have a better understanding of 

the depth o f the comments that I expected and so that they knew 1 desired their honest not 

perfect responses. I had to give them an example o f  what I expected. I began each 

interview by reading the vignette at the beginning o f chapter one o f this dissertation study 

and then by asking the participants whether they have had similar experiences.

I knew immediately that the participant responses were different. I transcribed 

the digital audio recordings via transcribe.com and concretized that the participants 

revealed personal information that I had not learned in two years o f  knowing them.

James is insecure about his small stature in comparison to his classmates, Harrison was 

taken out o f school during his middle school years because o f anxiety issues, and 

Anthony spent three weeks in Europe.

Over the next months, I spent time reading the transcripts multiple times. I took 

notes on the transcripts, and 1 took notes on separate sheets of paper. 1 organized the data 

according to the four research questions and then according to themes. 1 reviewed the 

data in a search for patterns and made comparisons across data collection methods. In 

addition, I reviewed the data to see what the participants stated without realizing it. 

Talking with Dr. Augustine in between these thinking sessions was crucial for the 

advancement o f my research; she would ask probing questions that caused me to consider 

the data from a new perspective. She challenged me to continue thinking and to not settle 

for the surface result.
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Power Position

Seidman (2013) cautions teacher-researchers against interviewing their own 

students; he warns that students will resist being candid with their teachers because o f the 

power that teachers possess. Since I collected data from my students, 1 needed to guard 

against potential validity issues. Validity, a measure o f research quality, depends upon 

the relationship o f the researcher’s conclusions to reality. Reactivity is “the influence of 

the researcher on the setting or individuals studied” (Maxwell, 2013, p. 124). By 

interacting with the participants, I influenced them, just as human beings connect with 

and influence each other every day. Analogous to the practice o f minimizing researcher 

bias, I understood how I could affect the participants and the setting and then accounted 

for that influence when drawing study-related inferences.

I triangulated the collected data by examining the research results for 

consistencies and inconsistencies across collection methods -  individual interviews, focus 

group session, and observations. I began the analysis prior to the end of the school year 

so that I could return to the participants for clarification or additional information if that 

proved to be a necessary step. During the summer months, I emailed two o f the 

participants to ask for clarification of their statements and additional information.

Summary

To explore the adolescent male participants’ literacy perspectives, I conducted an 

intrinsic case study o f the follow-up that occurred during my second year o f academic 

interactions with selected participants from my year o f teaching an all-male, Honors 

English I class. I conducted two semi-structured interviews with each o f the participants 

and observed those participants who I taught in Honors English II. I analyzed the
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observations and interviews to identify how this group o f  adolescent males thinks about 

literacy and how, if at all, their social peer groups affected their academic identities and 

their motivation for academic success. The overall data analysis was an iterative process 

that required re-reading, note taking, highlighting, and charting to arrive at the results.

In the next chapter, 1 described the themes, frequently used phrases and keywords, 

and student responses that I deemed relevant to the study’s findings. In chapter 5 , 1 

provided implications for secondary English educators as well as suggestions for further 

research.



CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS

“I think that 1 ’m like the male protagonist from  The Fault in Our 

Stars by John Green. I  see like beauty in everything in everyday life. I 

may not necessarily comment on it, but I  see it, and I  notice it. ”

Anthony, the Artist 

The purpose o f this qualitative study was to gain a better understanding o f 

adolescent male students’ in and out o f school literacy practices and to explore whether 

the construction o f the participants’ identities were affected by these practices. The case 

study methodology afforded me the opportunity to interview nine participants and to 

learn about some o f their life experiences and their related literacy perceptions. This 

chapter focuses on the results o f my data analysis; it is organized into three sections. The 

first section outlines how the adolescent male participants both practice and resist 

hegemonic masculinity. The second section defines how the adolescent male participants 

create connections when reading and the two themes that occurred most frequently in the 

data: time and validation. The third and final section details how the adolescent male 

participants use literature to advance their identity development, how they recognize and 

relate to role models and how they imagine their future identities.

Practicing and Resisting Hegemonic Masculinity

In the five minutes between classes, I routinely complete the time-tested teacher

responsibility o f standing at the classroom door to both monitor the students in the

74
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hallway and to greet students as they enter the classroom. After one o f these supervising 

sessions, I walked into my classroom prepared to address my all-male Honors English I 

students. 1 stopped short when I saw a copy of Twilight by Stephenie M eyer slide across 

the tiled floor from one side o f the room to the other. Twilight, named one o f  the 

American Library Association’s Top Ten Books for Young Adults (2007), captured the 

hearts o f many adolescent females who longed for a romance similar to the main 

characters, Bella and Edward.

Before I could utter a word, the student at whose desk the book resided yelled out 

that the book belonged to one o f the other male students. Laughter erupted. Over the 

course o f several days, the novel appeared on or under most o f  the desks in that 

classroom as the adolescent male students harassed each other, ostensibly calling into 

question each other’s masculinity. The students’ actions were effectively exhibiting their 

belief that anyone who read Twilight was not masculine enough, and these same actions 

applied intangible pressure for possible dissenters to conform to their group’s dominant 

thoughts about masculinity.

Connell (1987) introduced the term hegemonic masculinity to refer to a prevailing 

form of maleness that is supported by community and culture. In 2005, Connell 

reconsidered his original ideas as he acknowledged that males are both the objects and 

agents o f social practice. The adolescent male participants in the present study presented 

both sides o f this concept. As they tossed the Twilight novel, they engaged in a social 

practice that reinforced their masculinity. At other times during the study, the male 

participants revealed aspects o f their personalities that contradicted conventional views of 

masculinity. Their hybrid behavior and comments would demonstrate stereotypically
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male establishment views about a literary piece, and then they would exhibit an 

appreciation for a counter masculine work like a romance novel.

Girl Books and Boy Books

Moeller (2011), in a literacy study that examined how the cultural category o f 

gender affected how high school male and female students read graphic novels, learned 

that adolescent males and females conveyed similar interests in literature. Despite 

conceding the fact that boys might prefer graphic novels more than girls do, the 

researcher concluded that gender differences in literature preferences are negligible. At 

first glance, my adolescent male participants disclosed a contradictory perspective; their 

behavior and responses to my questioning suggested a clear separation between the 

literacy preferences o f males and females.

A theme that repeated itself with my study participants was the avoidance of 

“girly” texts. The adolescent male participants repeatedly stated their dislike for “girly” 

texts, and they employed a variety o f adjectives to describe this kind o f literature 

throughout the data collection process. Table 2 summarizes their descriptive comments.

Table 2

Words und Phrases Participants Used to Describe Female Reading Preferences

girly romance princes not my thing

love sappy slow guy on cover with no shirt

gushy feminine boring teenage romance

pretty vampire monotone too much lovey-dovey stuff

weird emotional truer meaning no anticipation
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Girl books. Akin to the shuffling o f the Twilight text across the classroom, the 

participants repeatedly announced their aversion to books and topics traditionally enjoyed 

by adolescent females. The participants, without prompting, shared the differences 

between female and male reading preferences. In his first interview, Cooper, the varsity 

football player, related his feelings about romance novels:

Romance novels. That is definitely not my thing. Or really slow books 

that really don’t have anything, any action going on. It’s just like; it’s all 

girly. It’s just, I try to read it, and it’s like these girls are writing in their 

journal about, ‘Oh, this guy did this. H e’s so pretty.’ It’s just like; it’s 

boring. The girls prefer, well, I think that they prefer the love stories that 

they see in the movies or what they see when they’ve been younger, like 

the princes and stuff like that.

Cooper’s thoughts about female preferences align with traditionally stereotypical views 

o f the female gender; these thoughts were shared by several o f the other participants. 

Harrison, the determined gentleman, also denounced romance novels as he explained: 

Romance books, ugh. It’s just not my thing. It just seems boring to me. I 

believe females read more love stories. There can be similarities and 

differences, like if an action book consists o f romance; I believe it appeals 

to both genders. But a book that’s just about a teenage romance or 

something like that, it’s not going to really appeal to guys.

Harrison’s statements not only espoused his opinion about girl books but also separated 

him from females. He’s a guy, so a book about teenage romance is not going to appeal to 

him either. Kevin, the cross country runner, expressed his discontent with romance in his
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first interview, he stated, “Uh, like romance books. I don’t like those. Anything girly 

with too much lovey-dovey stuff.”

In his second interview, Kevin provided support for his position on romance 

books with the following statement:

The girls, I’m pretty sure most o f them like Romeo and Juliet just because 

that was a love thing. Most o f them really like romance books and cute 

little stories. Guys don’t really like that.

Harrison and Kevin both drew a line o f demarcation between males and females with 

their statements. Their statements, however, may not provide the complete picture o f 

their reading preferences.

James, the class clown, continued the separation o f gender preferences when he 

distinguished between book recommendations made by his brother and those made by his 

sister. James related that he has the same reading interests as his brother, but not as his 

sister “because his sister likes the gushy romance novels.” In the second round o f 

interviews, James further distinguished between the genders as he stated that some 

adolescent males have similar preferences as females “because some are more feminine 

than others, so they enjoy romance.” This last statement reinforces James’ binary views 

o f  masculinity.

Anthony, the artist, was not as direct as Cooper, Harrison, and Kevin when he 

conveyed the same sentiment about females and romance novels. He speculated about 

what he believes to be the motivation for female readers. He proposed, “I think girls pick 

books with a female protagonist that they can sympathize with.” When referring to guys 

and what they like to read, Anthony continued the stereotype. About male readers, he
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articulated, “Usually, they’re looking for a male protagonist, the action story. He gets the 

female at the end. Basically, the typical type thing, but through different means.”

Implicit in Anthony's words is the belief that readers select novels that meet an 

internal need in them and that books are more than mere words on a page. The 

participants bring up the idea that books are more than words on a page at several points 

during the data collection period.

Boy books. While the participants communicated their beliefs about adolescent 

females and what adolescent females enjoy reading, the participants also revealed their 

personal reading preferences. During the first round o f interviews, I questioned the nine 

participants about the kinds o f  books they like to read. With one exception, their 

responses were consistent; the adolescent males preferred similar literary texts. Table 3 

highlights the words and phrases that the participants used to describe their own reading 

preferences.

Table 3

Words and Phrases Participants Used to Describe Male Reading Preferences

action anticipation adventurous grabs my attention

sports military intense deepens my thoughts

fun waiting heroes/kings different societies

involved changes interesting not knowing w hat’s 
going to happenfuture science/technical surprise ending

The participants employed the terms in Table 3 to discuss the occasions when 

they enjoyed reading a particular book. In the focus group session, several of the 

adolescent males recalled their opportunity to read one o f John Grisham’s legal thrillers
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during their freshman year o f high school. Cooper said, “That was fun.” Harrison, 

Kenny, and Anthony said in unison, “I like John Grisham books.” Although they each 

read a different novel, the participants related how all o f  the novels contain action and 

adventure and how they, the readers, did not know what was going to happen at the end 

o f the books.

Feng, the newly minted American, recalled the adventurous stories o f the Harry 

Potter series by J. K. Rowling and how he wanted to see what would happen next as he 

read each o f the seven novels. He reported that he liked reading “ interesting stuff where 

you don’t know w hat’s going on and then later start guessing.” While the element o f 

suspense clearly exists in novels with a romantic theme, the participants’ responses 

indirectly suggested that suspense is inextricably united with action and adventure novels.

Kenny, the tough guy, remembered how Blood on the River “gets really intense in 

the middle’ and how “you’re waiting for something to happen the whole book.” Kenny 

took control o f the focus group conversation and condensed the participants’ views when 

he rationalized:

Guys read about action, and they know they can't be a superhero, but they 

like the idea o f  that happening. Girls want to read about high school, and 

they want to read about relationships, like The Fault in our Stars is about 

this couple. They want to read about that kind o f stuff because it makes 

them feel good on the inside.

Kenny’s proclamation shows not only the separation o f genders but also the shared 

connection; readers read literature that makes them “feel good inside.”
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When responding directly to the interview questions, Kenny, Feng, and their 

fellow participants provided stereotypical responses. Boys like action; girls like 

romance. The participants’ candid remarks, conversely, revealed greater insight into their 

literature preferences.

Books that Appeal to Both Genders

Smith and Wilhem (2002), in Reading Don 7 Fix No Chevys: Literacy in the Lives 

o f  Young M en , asserted that adolescent males have diverse reading preferences, more 

diverse than the adolescent males would acknowledge. My study participants, through 

their responses, affirmed the findings o f  these researchers. With the statements that the 

participants made in their first individual interviews, they supported the notion o f boy 

books and girl books. The participants detailed the differences between what they enjoy 

and what girls enjoy; they then contradicted their own statements as they shared 

information about the novels that they enjoyed and the connections that they made to that 

literature. Reading Divergent by Veronica Roth was an experience where the participants 

provided a different view o f their literacy preferences.

At the end o f their freshman year, I selected Divergent, a popular dystopian novel, 

as our end-of-the-year read. The novel has a strong female protagonist who leaves her 

family for a more adventurous life and who falls in love during the course o f her journey. 

The study participants read this novel with fervor, and many of them asked about and 

voluntarily read the second novel in the trilogy Insurgent. The participants referred to 

this novel as we talked during the focus group session. Kevin remarked:

This was the first class where we actually got to read. Divergent was the 

first book that 1 ever liked reading in school. 1 was surprised we were
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going to read it actually. Probably reading Divergent that was the best

book 1 have read so far.

The other participants agreed with Kevin’s assessment and expressed surprise at 

the fact that they had enjoyed teacher-selected literature in school. Some even expressed 

reluctance when admitting that they enjoyed the novel. James stated, “Well, Divergent 

was a good book. That was probably the only one.” His statement would imply that his 

enjoyment o f school literature was unexpected, a fluke occurrence.

As the participants discussed Divergent, they overlooked some o f the components 

that they had earlier contributed to novels that girls, not boys, like to read. The novel has 

a female protagonist who has a female best friend with whom she shares secrets and 

discusses her new life. As is typical o f sixteen-year-old girls, the protagonist worries 

about a boy and how that boy feels about her. The novel’s prominent romance even 

affects the plot’s resolution when the protagonist’s love interest joins forces with her. 

Despite these “girly” components, Cooper said, “Divergent is sort o f like The Hunger 

Games. I could not even expect the end. I liked how it played out.” Suspense and 

intrigue were characteristics that the participants attributed to books they enjoyed.

The Hunger Games by Suzanne Collins was another novel that the participants 

reported appreciating. The protagonist is a teenage girl who inspires a revolution and 

who also finds herself in a love triangle as the novel series progresses. The adolescent 

males overlooked the female protagonist once again, and they did not mind the love 

story, the teenage romance that fueled the protagonist’s climactic decision to manipulate 

the ending of the Hunger Games. Instead o f scoffing at what they labeled feminine 

characteristics, the adolescent male participants stated that The Hunger Games had action
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and surprise endings. A reasonable inference may be that a sufficient amount o f action 

and suspense overrides other literary elements, even a female protagonist and a romance.

Parker, the scientist, was the lone dissenter when discussing the kinds o f books 

that he preferred reading. Parker stated that he enjoyed reading all kinds o f  books. He 

did not indicate that some books were girly or that other books were designed for boys. 

Instead, he acknowledged that he will read action-packed novels and that he will read 

about teenage romances. When asked specifically whether he had a favorite genre or a 

favorite author, he replied, “Not really.” He explained that he only has one preference; 

he has a particular interest in reading stories that involve real life dilemmas. Parker also 

addressed stereotypical views o f literacy preferences as he said:

I feel that it’s stereotypical when it comes to a male enjoying action and 

adventure books. It’s more masculine and that sort o f thing, and most the 

times, males feel that it’s necessary to be masculine and say that when 

they’re speaking. Most people wouldn’t admit to reading something that 

is more centered towards their emotions and just how they feel, especially 

when it comes to the more serious emotions like romance and just things 

like that. 1 don’t think that males hate romance. 1 think that it’s 

something they don’t really like to talk about.

In contrast to the other eight participants, Parker stated that he gives equal consideration 

to all genres o f literature. Further, he brought up the idea o f preserving the stereotypical 

male image, believing that his peers are hiding from the truth.

Most o f the adolescent male participants in my literacy study hold, or at least 

spoke about, stereotypical views o f femininity and masculinity; these views permeated
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their vocalized perspectives o f literature. Nevertheless, these views do not prevent the 

same participants from enjoying literature that is, according to the participants’ own 

designation, girly or feminine.

Creating Connections with Literature 

Rosenblatt (1938) presented the concept o f a synergetic duality between the 

reader and the text in her seminal text Literature as Exploration; Rosenblatt’s work was 

in theoretical opposition to the New Critics who favored structural analysis o f the text 

over reader interaction and subsequent interpretation based on the exchange between text 

and reader. While the CCSS seem to revert to the emphasis o f the text over the 

individual, my study participants, without knowing or understanding these literary 

concepts, expressed partiality for Rosenblatt’s approach to literary theory. The 

participants’ interview and focus group session responses revealed their desire to connect 

with literature, their wish to relate to the characters, setting, and/or events that take place 

in a literary work.

Time to Read

Time was an important factor for the participants when creating connections to 

literature. Although the participants did not directly state the obvious, their statements 

disclose a desire for time with literature. The participants discussed time for immersion 

in a given text, time to comprehend the texts, and time to read for pleasure. Sebastian, 

the wordsmith, attempted to explain his thoughts about time in his first individual 

interview:

I want to be able to understand. I try to understand literature for two 

reasons: enjoying whatever's being read as well as understanding the
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whole picture. I do like to immerse m yself in the story and imagine it in a 

third person angle and a first person angle, being able to completely think 

out the picture. But then other times, I find myself glossing over the 

words. Then I'm like, ‘Wait a minute, what did I just read in this 

paragraph?’ And I'd have to start over the paragraph or something like 

that.

Sebastian’s reasons for engagement with a text and for how he examines a text in various 

ways speak to his desire to learn from literature. He clarified his perspective even further 

when he stated the following:

1 want a book that’s interesting, but I want a book that teaches me as well, 

a book that helps me leam, maybe gives me, deepens my thoughts as a 

person as well. There are books that really do teach me things that I feel 

are life lessons.

Sebastian’s rationalization for reading literature is clearly articulated. Without time, he 

would be unable to achieve his goal o f learning from the books that he reads. Kenny’s 

thoughts on time with literature were similar to Sebastian’s thoughts.

Kenny does not like being confused when reading. Consequently, he initially 

indicated that he does not like Greek mythology. About that particular unit o f study, 

Kenny recalled:

The work seemed really hard to me. It was hard to remember it, and I 

thought that I was going to fail that semester. It was really confusing 

because I didn’t really know anything about it. Then after we did all of 

the research and read all the books about it, I kind o f got more interested
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in it. And I went on my own time and looked up more about it. 1 got 

really interested in it.

Kenny was able to have a change o f heart regarding Greek mythology because he had 

time to engage with the content that he felt was confusing. In his own words, Kenny 

discussed how time supported his learning; he even used his personal time to continue 

learning about mythology. He explained more about the value o f time when he said:

I like that we read good books and that we were able to slow down and 

comprehend the books very well. It was like I understood the whole book;

I could tell everybody what happened throughout the whole book. And it 

just didn't seem like hard work. It seemed like fun work instead of just 

constant; it seemed like it was changing. It's more interesting.

Time to work through the muddle was important for Kenny. Once he gained familiarity 

with the material, he was able to experience success and enjoy the content.

Location, when combined with time, also proved to be critical for creating 

connections to literature. Several o f the participants related that they enjoyed the time to 

read away from school. According to the participants, home provides them with the 

freedom and the time to read for personal pleasure without the constraints o f the required 

reading and the fifty-five minute class period that they submit to in school. Kevin 

described his pattern o f engagement outside o f school as follows: “Outside o f school, 

you get to, you have all the selections you want; you pick a book. 1 just go to a bookstore 

and just buy the book I want to read and read it.”

Harrison echoed Kevin’s sentiment when he stated that reading outside o f school 

was different “because he gets to choose the books, and the books are more o f his idea of
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what he wants to read.” James agreed with Kevin and Harrison; he also provided his 

thoughts on the differences between reading at school and reading at home. James 

clarified:

Outside o f school when reading, you get more into it because you’re not 

being forced to read. When you’re out o f school and reading, it’s because 

you’re reading for fun. Y ou’re reading because you want to enjoy 

something or you have free time. But then in school, I believe that like, 

the teachers like, the Georgia Performance Standards say what book you 

have to read, and so the teachers don’t really get a say.

With these comments, James touched on several key issues. One, he enjoys the freedom 

and control that he can experience away from school. Two, the curriculum, not the 

teacher, dictates what he is able to read at school. Three, he reads for enjoyment in his 

free time. Sebastian also felt that time permitted him to engage with the kinds o f texts 

that he likes; he expounded on the topic o f time in the statement that follows:

1 like to take time out o f my day, and I, sometimes, I find myself reading.

1 find myself at home reading books that I find on the Internet or written 

material from there. Sometimes they are not quite, more o f them are 

more, 1 guess, adventure stories more than anything else because 1 just 

enjoy reading them. At other times, there are other ones that really do 

teach me things that I feel are life lessons in a way, lessons about multiple 

things that I've never seen in a book written, 1 guess, in classical English.

I feel these things are portrayed in a human way as like a person-to- 

person, but it feels more natural that way, like when I read things from the



88

Internet written by some person that's just some guy writing, writing, 

hoping just to get their story get out there.

Sebastian’s statement speaks to what he likes when he reads -  he wants to get involved 

with a literary text and leam from the characters in that text, applying the lessons to his 

own life. Reading at home gives him the time to participate in this independent reading 

activity. Curious about his reading habits and how often he reads, I asked Sebastian 

whether he took time to read daily, and he replied:

Yes. I take an hour every night to read, I try to at least. I like to slowly 

suspend the reading and trying to find m yself to understand what's going 

on exactly. Immersing m yself and being able to see, not just the whole 

picture but also the whole room in the novel and just putting myself in the 

main character's position.

Again, Sebastian provided information that shows his desire to connect with literature; he 

likes to feel as though he is part o f the scene in the novel. For him, literature is not just 

words on a page. For him, literature is an exchange between the text and the reader 

(Rosenblatt 1994).

Throughout the data collection period, the participants referred to time in a couple 

o f ways, time to read and time to immerse themselves in the literature. The availability 

o f sufficient time is a contributing factor in the adolescent males making connections 

with literature.

Time Periods Matter, Too

While adequate time and place positively contribute to the adolescent male 

participants' ability to connect with literature, in some instances, the time periods o f the
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literature impeded their ability to connect. The resistance that the participants felt to 

certain types and time periods o f literature must be understood through the current 

curricular reform efforts in language arts. As o f June 2014, forty-five states across 

America had elected to adopt the English Language Arts Common Core State Standards 

(CCSS). While Indiana, Oklahoma, and South Carolina have withdrawn, forty-two states 

have accepted the ELA standards and their suggested reading selections (Academic 

Benchmarks, 2014; Common Core State Standards Initiative, 2014). As an ELA 

educator, my colleagues and I are expected to implement the standards with fidelity; 

hence, the content of these standards have a bearing on ELA classrooms. Unfortunately 

for the students in my study, many of the illustrative, canonical texts appeared on reading 

lists when I was a secondary student thirty years ago. While these texts have universal 

themes, they may not be the best way to reach students who have no concept or genuine 

appreciation o f the settings and/or activities that permeate texts o f  former generations.

Sanford’s (2012) work exposed the dated material suggested by the Common 

Core State Standards (CCSS); the CCSS texts had median publication dates of 1896,

1911, and 1955 for drama, poetry, and short stories respectively (See Table 1). Sanford 

(2012) further asserted that the reading tasks required by the CCSS asks teachers and 

students to cleave to the past while contradictorily suggesting that educators assimilate 

twenty-first century skills.

Contrary to secondary CCSS ELA suggestions, the study participants stated 

repeatedly that they appreciated action and adventure novels. Accordingly, I asked the 

participants to record the titles o f three action and adventure novels that they read and 

enjoyed; Table 4 comprises the titles, authors, and publication dates o f texts that the
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participants provided. Upon analyzing the texts, I immediately made note o f the fact that 

these novels, with the exception o f three, were written in the twenty-first century. The 

most current text suggested by CCSS was Elie W iesel’s Nobel Lecture that was 

published in 1986 (See Table 1); whereas, half o f the books listed by the participants, the 

Divergent trilogy and The Maze Runner, were published nearly 30 years later in 2013 

(Table 4).

Table 4

Publication Dates o f  Participant ’ Favorite Novels

Authors and Titles of Participants’ Favorite Novels Publication Dates

Alexandre Dumas’ The Count o f  Monte Crist o 1844-45

Ray Bradbury’s Fahrenheit 451 1953

Tom Clancy’s The Hunt fo r  Red October 1984

Brian Jacques and Gary Chalk’s Redwall 2002

Tom Clancy’s Splinter Cell 2004

Elisa Carbone’s Blood on the River 2007

Suzanne Collins’ Hunger Games Trilogy 2009, 2010,2010

John Grisham’s The Street Lawyer 2010

Jonathan M aberry’s Rot and Ruin 2010

Veronica Roth’s Divergent Trilogy 2011,2012,2013

Don M ann’s Hunt the W olf 2012

Angie Sage’s Septimus Heap, Book Two: Fly/e 2012

James Dasher’s The Maze Runner 2013

Bill Konigsberg’s Openly Straight 2013

The adolescent male participants articulated their dislike for literature 

characterized by earlier time periods in each phase o f the study -  the round one
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interviews, the focus group session, and the round two interviews. Although Charles 

Dickens’ A Tale o f  Two Cities has action and adventure, three o f the participants -  

Kenny, Janies, and Anthony -  expressed their dislike of the literary text. Kenny said, “I 

don’t like reading books not relating to a thing in this era. In the era o f technology.” 

About Charles Dickens, Cooper stated:

Charles Dickens. 1 do not like him. The reading. Ugh! Not even at the 

end. I mean, actually, yeah. At the end o f book three, it was just all the 

circumlocution. Ugh! That was dread. I just wanted to get the 

information to finish that book. Most other books are modem day that I 

enjoy reading.

This viewpoint might suggest that the participant is primarily interested in what he sees 

before him right now and is less enamored with understanding, appreciating, and 

connecting to the past. When asked whether contemporary literature was comparable to 

literature from the past, Cooper said that it depended on the book. While he 

acknowledged that books from the past are classical masterpieces to be revered, he 

affirmed his preference for “newer books.” Cooper also revealed his dislike for novels 

set in unimaginable future settings:

I didn’t like Anthem. Yeah, that was not the one 1 liked. It was like very 

futuristic, and then some o f the times I didn’t get the book. It was just, I 

don’t know how at times, but I just didn’t get it.

In the focus group session, Kenny, James, and Anthony also expressed their discontent 

with novels o f an earlier time period, A Tale o f  Two Cities in particular. They 

acknowledged that the novel had action and intrigue, but they could not look past the
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time period. The perceived positive attributes were not enough for the adolescent male 

participants to look beyond their negative sentiments regarding literature set in the late 

18th century.

Two o f the adolescent male participants, Sebastian and Parker, appeared to be 

able to read and enjoy literature o f any time period. 1 questioned them regarding how 

they overcome the differences between the past and the present. Sebastian responded:

1 usually translate the text in my head. Because I ’ve read so many novels 

set in earlier time periods, I ’ve gotten used to the language and 

colloquialisms. Sometimes, I compare the characters to characters in 

newer novels. I also draw conclusions based on the tropes.

Sebastian’s response was more complex than Parker’s response. When I asked Parker, 

the participant who stated that he could find enjoyment in any literary work, how he 

bridged the time periods as he read novels chronologically set in the past, he answered:

To bridge the time period difference, I've decided that it's easiest for me to 

find similar characteristics in the characters' internal and external 

conflicts. I find that it also helps to find relatable personality traits in 

some o f the characters.

Parker seeks similarities as a technique for bridging the time period and accompanying 

language that separates the past and the present. This strategy allows Parker to create 

connections with literature as he reads. Accordingly, novel settings from earlier time 

periods are not a hindrance for him.

Since I have a social constructivist paradigmatic view, 1 believe that the 

participants are seeking daily to understand the world in which they live (Creswell,
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2008). When they read literature that contains settings and activities that are foreign to 

them, they have a difficult time making sense o f those alien elements. They are unable to 

readily connect with the characters and may need guidance in exposing the likenesses 

that would permit them to make connections. In response to the lack o f familiarity, some 

adolescent male participants may dismiss a literary work or categorize it as too old or 

boring. With contemporary literature, the adolescent male participants would be more 

easily able to identify connections with the characters and settings and have their 

thoughts and experiences validated.

Validation

The data from the first individual interviews and the focus group session was 

sufficient but not deeply personal. For the second set o f individual interviews, I 

purposely chose to share one o f  my personal and emotional associations to literature with 

my study participants; I conjectured that sharing my experience would create an 

opportunity for the participants to recall their own literary connections. The decision to 

reveal my narrative proved to be an influential factor in the round two interviews. It was 

after I read a vignette that explained my connection to Maya Angelou’s I  Know Why the 

Caged Bird Sings (See Appendix H) that 1 asked the nine participants to recount a time 

when they related to a literary character’s personality traits or experiences. The 

participants chronicled stories that were surprising to me. I have known each o f the 

participants for two years, yet I had never heard these stories, in class or in casual out-of

class moments. These stories disclosed that my adolescent male participants connected 

to literature in meaningful ways.
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To begin, Kevin’s reaction to the general idea o f personal connections with 

literature challenged my impressions o f him as an ELA student and caused me to rethink 

our past interactions. He simply stated, “I ’d rather have a personal connection to the text 

because if I do, I’m going to read it more. I ’m going to think about it more instead o f just 

scanning through trying to find facts.”

Kevin is a young man who often resisted my attempts to have him interact more 

and participate in class discussions. He was usually the person who would respond, “I 

don’t know,” when asked any question that challenged him to think about the literature or 

even the world around him. Kevin’s declaration was the first o f many connections to 

literature that the nine participants shared with me. Most o f the connections that they 

shared involved the validation o f their life experiences.

Before James shared his connection, he stated his belief regarding experiences 

with literature. Then he expounded on his thoughts and connections in the following 

account:

1 like to feel the experience or have past experiences with literature. Like 

in Insurgent, when the main characters are running through the fields of 

trees and stuff, I’ve done that before, and I kind o f relate to that a lot.

With Dr. Jekyll and Mr. H yde , sometimes he’s nice. He’s doing 

experiments and stuff. I like to take stuff apart and see what it is and then 

put it back together again.

James’s statements were cursory, providing few details even when prompted, but the 

statements demonstrated his associations with the literature that he reads. At another 

point in the second individual interview, James also mentioned his connection to the main
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character from Veronica Roth’s Divergent. He offered a more personal disclosure as he 

revealed:

In Divergent, I related to Four in some ways because growing up I was 

shy, and I was always one o f the smaller kids. Then 1 discovered that I 

was one o f the smarter kids in class. Sometimes the brave ones, you’ve 

just got to go out and do stuff. Y ou’ve got to be brave and do something.

James found validation for his own experience in Divergent; he and Four, one o f the main 

characters, shared a common experience. They both had reticent personalities until they 

realized how strong they could be. The literature gave validity to James’ feelings.

Kenny continued the trend o f making personal associations and divulged an 

intimate part o f him self as he shared how a novel helped him through a difficult 

emotional experience.

When I read Ranger's Apprentice, the teenage child, the main character, 

was learning what to do. He was getting better, and he was meeting all 

these new people, and it kind o f  related to me. 1 moved here in sixth 

grade; I didn’t know anybody, and that’s when I started reading. The 

main character came over to this new city, and he was learning how to be 

a ranger and stuff. It’s a good book, and the moral o f the story is about 

finding new roads. He came from a bad past, and he wanted to get away 

from it, so he came to this new city. He fell in with the leadership o f this 

ranger master. I think that what he can teach people if they were to read 

about him would be that people should read. That book was more 

interesting than other books.
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Kenny learned that moving to a new city was not unique to him; neither were the 

associated feelings unique to him. Reading the novel allowed him to realize that he was 

not alone. Moreover, the novel’s main character learned how to adapt to his new 

surroundings and so did Kenny.

Cooper, the football player who flexes his muscles and spends his time showing 

how strong and masculine he is, compared his experience of being the new kid in school 

with a book that he read with the same theme. He challenged the stereotype o f football 

players and showed how readers can find comfort in literature; he recounted:

Well, we had the summer reading in English class. The book I chose was 

about this new kid that moved in. The girl moved into a new town. The 

Ring o f  McAllister. They had the ghost, and then they find out the whole 

history. I can relate to the girl because she was new. I moved a lot when I 

was younger, so I had to make new friends, especially when switching 

schools. I went to public and then to private school for a couple o f years.

I can understand what she felt, trying to make new friends and stuff like 

that.

Cooper opened up enough to share the fact that he desired to have friends. At the time of 

this second interview, he was comfortable with a group o f friends who made book 

recommendations and shared interests similar to his. Cooper, however, did express 

concern in another area; he was frustrated about being placed in the friend zone by girls. 

Cooper explained another friendship connection when he indicated:

One character that I can sort o f relate to when I think about myself in this 

position is Gale from Hunger Games the series because he gets friend-
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zoned a lot by Katniss. Not on purpose, but to save his life. I sort o f  feel 

like him because 1 get friend-zoned, so I feel what he’s going through.

Reading about how a character makes friends and also reading about how an adolescent 

male character wants to become more than friends with a girl gave Cooper confirmation 

that he was not alone.

Feng continued the common friendship theme when, during his second interview, 

he explained his experience moving from China to the United States when he was in 

seventh grade. He indicated:

Harry Potter had two friends, and they helped him a lot. When he was in 

danger, he would think about them. When I came to America, I had 

Austin and Jovany; they helped me with English a lot. And when they had 

a question about math, I would teach them and show the way to do that. I 

helped Austin pass that class.

Harry Potter’s friends helped him through challenging times; Feng’s friends did the same 

for him. Feng gained confidence as his friends helped him navigate his new world. Harry 

Potter gave him a reason to continue reading.

Literature even helped one o f the adolescent male participants when he 

took a trip away from home. As an elementary school student, Anthony had the 

opportunity to take a trip to Europe without his parents. He was not quite as 

ready for the separation from his parents as he thought. Anthony recalled:

I remember reading a book called Deltora Quest. They, the main people, 

have to leave home, and they go on many adventures. It’s like devastating 

because they’re like heartbroken because they have to leave, but they have
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to do it for a purpose. It relates to me because when I was going from fifth 

grade to sixth grade, I had to leave home because I was going on a trip. A 

People to People trip in Europe for nineteen days. I was like, ‘Ugh! This 

is so awesome, but 1 want to be at hom e.’ I remember that 1 came back, 

and I cried. I was so happy to be home. While I was reading the book, I 

was like, ‘Wow! This is like totally m e.’

As a sophomore in high school, Anthony recalled the emotions that he felt years earlier as 

an elementary school student. The literature that he read served as the catalyst. His self

professed connection to literature validated his personal experience.

The majority o f the adolescent male participants exposed their inner thoughts as 

they disclosed their connections to literature. In each instance, the literary works’ 

characters validated the experiences and feelings that they had; the participants were not 

alone in their struggles. Sebastian was unique. Sebastian made an attempt to expose how 

the events in a novel triggered a new personal perspective. Sebastian explained:

Ayn Rand brought an interesting idea to how, I guess, life works. The 

main characters, Hank Rearden and Dagny Taggert, they were both people 

that focused on, they didn't care so much about the frivolous things in life.

They wanted to do what needed to be done. No matter what it took, no 

matter what sacrifices needed to be made, they would do what needed to 

be done in the end. Sometimes I find m yself procrastinating. Maybe I'm 

just like, well, maybe I can sacrifice watching some television show, or 

some anime or reading this or doing whatever, playing a game. I'll go do 

my homework because it's what needs to be done. 1 guess just the idea of
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how I need to focus on those things before I worry about things that I don't 

need. Well, you might need them, but I don't know what I'm trying to say 

there. It's the important things, I guess.

Later in the interview, Sebastian reported that he wants a book that teaches him as 

well as helps him to learn and deepens his thoughts. In making this declaration, he 

unwittingly expressed that his interchange with the text provoked internal change. The 

participant’s statement supports the notion that the reading process is not just an 

examination o f  words on a page.

Reader-response theory honors the individual reader’s reaction to literature 

(Brizee & Tompkins, 2013). Each o f the participants readily described a connection that 

they shared with a literary character’s circumstances. They further acknowledged the 

value o f reading and connecting to the written word; they understand that each time they 

engage with a text there is the possibility their actions and feelings will be validated or 

adjusted.

Conceiving Future Identities 

Social constructivism theorists generally agree that knowledge is constructed, 

individually or socially (Vygotsky, 1978). Crotty (1998) offers that this newly composed 

knowledge is the direct result o f purposeful interpretation. People actively construct new 

knowledge as the need arises and as they interact with their environments. My social 

constructivist worldview supports the notion that learning takes place and that identity is 

reinforced through interactions. Therefore, literary transactions can fortify our aversion 

to undesirable traits or strengthen the admirable characteristics to which we subscribe. It 

was through this theoretical lens that I analyzed the data that related to identity. Overall,
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the participants’ reports provided insight as to how literature affects their identities, 

present and future.

Acquiring Admirable Traits

Throughout the data collection period, the adolescent male participants made note 

o f how they acknowledged, related to, and analyzed personality traits exhibited by 

characters from literature. Some o f the participants’ accounts were brief but nonetheless 

established how their experience with literature and its characters influenced their 

personalities.

Harrison recognized that he and Guy Montag, the main character from Ray 

Bradbury’s Fahrenheit 451, have similar convictions when it comes to standing up for 

personal beliefs in the face o f  opposition. When I inquired about characters to which 

Harrison could relate, he discussed a young adult novel and an adult novel, both fictional, 

as he explained that he and the main characters share personality traits.

1 guess the one character that I ’d write about would be Four from 

Divergent. I guess because I can be outgoing, adventurous, and always if 

something isn’t right, I w on’t do it. 1 can also be reserved like the 

protagonist in John Grisham’s The Appeal because inside I’ll always work 

for, in my opinion, what would be the right thing, even if it’s against what 

other people say. That’s just the way I was raised and my values and 

beliefs.

Harrison noticed common traits with the novel’s characters and correlated them to his 

core values and beliefs. Identifying similarities appeared to be the first step in the 

process o f trait consideration and possible acquisition. After identifying similarities, the
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participants moved to categorizing the personality traits into positive and negative 

attributes.

James, not speaking about particular piece o f  literature, made a general comment 

on the acquisition o f positive character traits. He conjectured:

When you’re reading, you pick up a lot o f traits. If you really like a 

character, you want to be more like that person, so you start to act more 

like them and do more o f the characteristics that they would do.

In this statement, James refers to action. The readers recognize and respond to their 

interaction with literary texts. At a later point in his second individual interview, James 

mentioned a book as he discussed bravery; recalled, “I forget what children’s book I 

related to, but sometimes the brave ones, you’ve just got to go out and do stuff. You’ve 

got to be brave and do something.” James acknowledged that he analyzes characters to 

determine what he can leam from them. When he perceives a positive character trait, he 

adopts that trait for himself. He is using literature to enhance his identity; he is analyzing 

characters and adopting or rejecting the characters’ traits to create his own identity.

Several o f the participants deduced that change would yield positive results but 

stalled in the actual transformation process. Kenny contemplated change as a result o f 

characters’ positive attributes. He supplied:

I'll read a book, and I'll see how these people are, and I'll see it's good, 

positive things. And it can be something that can benefit me in real life, 

but it's something that 1 can't really do. But 1 see people, characters that 

take control and they take down the bullies. And then some that are really 

organized in school maybe change the way 1 want to think about school.
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And there are characters that are more obedient to people that make me 

want to listen more. It makes me want to change, but it's something I 

never really change.

Although he could not enact change, he was aware o f the potential benefits. Later in the 

same interview, Kenny described what he imagines other young men doing as they read 

literature. He submitted:

I feel like some guys may read an action novel, and they'll see the 

superhero. And they’ll take characteristics from them, and they'll kind o f 

apply it to themselves. They like Superman; they might take his strength, 

and they might want to become stronger and start going to the gym more.

Or if they want to be really smart, like a superhero that's really smart, but 

then they might want to be really smart so that they can be similar to him, 

but they can't really beat him. So they can kind o f relate to him.

Once again, Kenny envisions the change but does not see the change come to fruition. 

Anthony recalled a literary transaction similar to what Kenny described. He desires 

change; however, change eludes him. He illuminated:

Sometimes when I'm reading, I see a character, I'm like, ‘Oh, he's so cool.

I want to be like him .’ One of my favorite characters that I would like to 

be is like the silent mysterious guy, but I’m like, ‘Ugh, 1 can't do it.’ But 

yeah, what I see is like a character being brave or I'm like, ‘Yeah, I want 

to be that.’

Anthony’s perceptive comments summarize his quest for the stereotypical male identity. 

He wants to be that brave guy who represents the masculine ideal.
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Not only were the students concerned with personality traits that they could 

imitate, they were also concerned with personality traits and actions that they wanted to 

avoid. With their statements, the participants substantiated the fact that they are 

discerning connoisseurs o f literature. James stated:

The first character that I can relate to would probably be A1 from 

Divergent because he was always shy and timid. Then he did wrong stuff.

He betrayed Tris; I don’t really betray people because I don’t see that as a 

good thing.

James was able to distinguish between a shared trait and a trait that he did not want to 

possess; these analytical thoughts would likely influence his actions in the future. When 

talking about Homer’s Iliad  and Odyssey, Harrison showed how he accepts and rejects 

personality traits as he reveals his favorite characters. About the two characters, he 

remarked, “Odysseus. Because he was wise. And also Achilles. When that one time, he 

like pitched a fit and wouldn’t go fight with his men and stood on his warship, it kind of 

made me lose respect.”

Harrison and James were both able to recognize and respect the admirable traits 

while dismissing the negative traits. Kenny also revealed similar discrimination as he 

stated:

1 like to be in control o f things, but I don’t like to be mean towards people.

I like to be in control, and I like to have order. There’s actually been a lot 

o f time because I ’ll read a book, and I’ll see how these people are. I’ll see 

it’s a good, positive thing, and it can be something that can benefit in real 

life. 1 see characters that take control, and they take down the bullies.
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Kenny and the other adolescent male participants are astute enough to realize that reading 

about other’s experiences can impact them. They are also aware that they are in charge 

o f the potential impact in their lives. Their conscious decisions determine whether the 

fictional or non-fictional characters will influence who they are and who they expect to 

become in the future.

Competent Communication

Just as the study participants adeptly analyze characters’ attributes, they are 

cognizant o f their social environment and how they should interact in that environment. 

As such, these young men conveyed the significance o f competent communication -  

reading, writing, speaking, and listening -  during their interviews. Harrison referred first 

to the writing that he executed outside o f  school; he specified that he paid attention to 

grammar and punctuation even when he sent text messages to his family and friends. 

About school writing, he then reported, “I try to have the best grammar possible because 

I pride myself on my grades and how well 1 do in school. I don’t want to sound bad to 

other people that I ’m writing to.”

Harrison further explained his thoughts on the importance o f literacy and 

communication skills when he declared:

Without the ability to read or write, w e’d have no way to communicate 

with other people around the world. It’s just a means o f learning what 

happened in history and how to leam from those experiences, about what 

we can change or what we can do to fix problems we have now.



Harrison’s insightful remarks disclose a keenness for what a person can accomplish with 

proficient literacy skills. Anthony has similar beliefs regarding learning through 

communication and from other’s experiences; he proclaimed:

Without literacy and reading and writing, you won't get the full benefit of 

what others have experienced and how you can leam through what others 

have experienced to help you. Like for example if  I was reading the best 

story in the world, but I didn't understand half the words, then I wouldn't 

get it. But if  I knew everything, then I would receive the full benefits o f 

the book.

Anthony has determined that literacy skills and reading literature has benefits. He 

recognizes the lost potential if  the reader lacks adequate literacy skills. James identified 

what he believed to be the benefit that readers gain from reading as he stated, “If you’re 

writing a paper, you pick up how authors write when you read their books.”

Parker spoke about communication o f a more personal and reflective nature.

After reading a young adult novel, he began to think that he may have spoken too quickly 

in his own life. He reflected:

The first book that I can relate to is called Openly Straight, and it's by Bill 

Konigsberg. I told you about the book, and the thing is it really ... it made 

me really understand why a lot o f guys are so in the closet. It made make 

realize that, if I hadn't switched, then, sure, I would go back into the closet 

because it's not easy whenever you're playing sports, and actually, getting 

along or making friends with the other guys.
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Parker’s personal experiences caused him to reconsider how he had communicated in 

past situations and how that communication currently affects his relationships. Reading 

Openly Straight prompted reflection and possibly reconsiderations as he moves forward 

in the future.

Harrison, Anthony, James, and Parker concisely articulated their positions; they 

believe that literature helps readers become better communicators. The participants are 

generating knowledge from their interactions with literature and with their environments. 

They are learning how to socialize.

Career-Minded Focus

While the participants articulated that there are current and future communicative 

benefits that readers can derive from literature, the participants also stated that some o f 

these benefits will impact them in the future. As the adolescent male participants 

responded to the interview and focus group session questions, they exposed a pattern of 

looking to literary texts to support their career aspirations. Four of the adolescent male 

participants spoke about literacy proficiency as an essential component to success in their 

lives. Cooper echoed the same beliefs about communication as his fellow participants 

but also expressed his perceived value for the role o f literacy in his life in the future. He 

asserted:

If you want to do anything, you have to be able to talk. You have to be 

able to write. You have to have proper English. Reading helps you with 

your writing. You read more; you leam more words. You see different 

types o f writing forms. I think it helps a lot. And also say if you’re a
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lawyer and you read some books about past cases, it can help you with 

ways you can go into a case. It will help with your career.

Cooper’s thoughts outline his motivations for learning and performing well in an ELA 

classroom. As a future lawyer, he perceives that literacy skills will assist him with his 

career. Even if he does not demonstrate it on a daily basis, he appears to grasp the 

importance o f literacy in his life. Feng, too, related his literacy competence to his success 

in life. He worried:

I want to be in computer science and a businessman. Both o f these jobs 

require good writing. I worry about one day if I program some stuff that I 

would miss one or two lines, and I would not find the errors.

Like Cooper, Feng is thinking about his aspirational career. When he is a computer 

programmer or a businessman, he desires to have the requisite literacy skills to ensure 

that he does not make mistakes; he wishes to be successful.

Cooper and Feng spoke about having the careers that they desire. Kevin 

speculated on the possibility o f even obtaining a job without essential literacy skills. He 

remarked:

If you can’t read or write, you’re not going to be able to have any job.

You have to be able to read, especially writing. If you can’t send a good 

email. You have to give your resume to somebody. If you can’t spell 

right, you’re not going to get the interview.

Kevin continued to say that he reads Tom Clancy novels because many of the author’s 

protagonists have military connections, and he intends to pursue a career as a military
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officer. When I probed as to how proficient literacy skills would assist him in his future 

career as a military officer, Kevin responded:

It’s going to help me a lot because the military wants someone intelligent.

They don’t want somebody off the street that doesn’t have a college 

education. They’re going to have somebody that’s going to make a good 

decision for the military and that can actually read and write and can 

understand words. They have to have big knowledge.

Kevin’s last statement about “big knowledge” indicates that he recognizes the full impact 

o f literacy in his life; it is no small matter.

Although reluctant to share the title o f the novel, Sebastian related an aspiration 

that transcends employment. He discussed becoming a better person as he stated:

I'm trying to see how to word this. I guess, in something I've read, there 

w as... the main character struggled with the fact that they weren't the most 

important person in the world and even though they found themselves 

being the one that fixes the mess o f their problems and their environment 

and everything around them, they weren’t the main person. They weren't 

important even. I guess I’ve come to realize that when we grow up that 

the world doesn't revolve around you. That kind o f reaffirmed for me that 

you can still be a great person even though you're just one person out o f 

the seven billion that are on the face o f the Earth. I guess that just really 

spoke to me and how you can still do a good deal and save the world, 

pretty much, but you still aren't the important person sometimes, but you 

can still do good for us all, I guess.
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Sebastian also divulged how he could make changes in his own life by emulating the 

behavior one o f the main characters in this same novel. He shared the following:

She's like a very, 1 don't know, I guess. It's just like how her story, how 

much she changes over the course o f multiple things and how she deals 

with things, I guess. There are a lot o f different things. For one, the fact 

that you're not the most important person in the world, but also other 

things like, sometimes, to fix a problem or to keep everything ideal, you 

have to become kind o f  the villain o f the picture. To keep everything, as it 

needs to be, sometimes you're not exactly the most liked person of the 

public. I like that idea even though she finds herself becoming kind o f the 

villain. Everyone thinks o f her terribly, almost, for a little bit. She knows 

that this is what needs to be done.

Sebastian’s ideas were thoughtful and emotional; these ideas belie the transaction 

between text and reader about which Rosenblatt (1938) theorized. Sebastian and the text 

joined to create meaning.

Fish (1980) theorized that group membership provides individuals with the 

parameters that they use to interpret literature; interpretations cannot extend beyond the 

text. This theory allows that the adolescent males in the present study comprise a 

sociocultural group o f individuals who are likely to interpret texts in the same manner. 

Their adolescent male membership provides a common background for interpretation. 

Consistent with Fish’s interpretive communities, the participants recognized and admired 

similar personality traits in the literature that they read. The participants, however, 

transcended male stereotypes and found value in material that might be deemed girly.
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Summary

In this chapter’s opening quote, Anthony’s proclaimed that he sees the beauty in 

everyday life, but he does not comment on it. His statement is indicative o f  my study 

findings; what these young men see or read and how they actually respond are not 

necessarily congruent.

I conducted this qualitative literacy study with nine adolescent male participants 

who have performed well in secondary English Language Arts classes. Each of these 

young men shared how they connected with literature and the benefits that they derive 

from those connections. The three major categories that emerged from the data analysis 

were the practice and resistance o f hegemonic masculinity, time as a contributing factor 

to literature engagement, and literature as a catalyst for identity creation. While the 

participants overtly revealed their beliefs in a binary system o f literature preferences that 

is divided by gender, their discussion exposed their appreciation o f literature and the 

subsequent creation o f a subculture o f adolescent male literature lovers. In chapter five, I 

examine the classroom and research implications o f these findings.



CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

“The whole curriculum and the teachings as a whole weren 7 

stream linedjust fo r  me. I t ’s made fo r  everybody, and everybody doesn 7 

think the same way. ”

Sebastian, the Wordsmith 

This case study examined the literacy perspectives o f  nine adolescent males and 

analyzed how their perspectives on literacy tasks might influence the instructional 

practices o f secondary English Language Arts teachers. This chapter is a discussion of 

the findings and implications o f the study, including recommendations for future literacy 

practice and research. The following four questions guided the research:

• What are the academic, or in school, literacy practices that adolescent males 

resist?

• What are the social, or out o f school, literacy practices that adolescent males 

embrace?

• How do in-and-out o f school literacies assist in the construction of adolescent 

male students’ identities?

• How can secondary English Language Arts educators bridge the gap between 

in school and out o f school literacy practices o f adolescent males?

I l l
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The findings are the result o f two rounds o f individual interviews with each o f  the 

nine participants, one focus group session with five participants, and participant 

observations as the participants’ sophomore English instructor. 1 viewed the data through 

a social constructivist lens and situated the data within the context of the secondary 

English Language Arts classroom and the accompanying Common Core State Standards 

(Common Core Standards Initiative, 2012) to present an accurate depiction of the cultural 

framework in which secondary ELA educators and their students operate in the central 

Georgia setting o f the study.

The nine participants in the present study shared their perceptions on literacy 

practices both in and out o f school. They revealed their genre preferences and their ideas 

about reading at school versus reading at home. The conversations yielded insight into 

the adolescent m ale’s view o f literacy. Three themes emerged: the practice and 

resistance o f hegemonic masculinity, the connections formed with literature, and the 

impact o f literature on identity development. Throughout the course o f  the study and 

from the participants’ words, I began to recognize the extent to which the adolescent 

male participants are already engaged in the active process o f reading.

Acknowledging Hegemonic Masculinity

Over the course o f my career in education, my adolescent male students have 

seemingly lacked motivation for literacy tasks and have, therefore, caused me to question 

my instructional practices. The young men in my classes appeared disconnected and 

unmotivated to excel; they simply went through the motions but performed well enough 

to pass the course. At the same time, most o f my adolescent females thrived. In addition 

to my instructional practices, I also second-guessed the literary texts that 1 chose from the
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district-approved reading lists. Consequently, 1 revised my text selections yearly in an 

attempt to enhance the reading experiences o f all o f my students. My desire to institute 

positive, impactful changes led me engage in this research on the literacy perspectives of 

adolescent males. 1 needed to know more about this group. As 1 interviewed the nine 

participants and learned about their perspectives on school literacy practices, I discovered 

that the participants comprise a group o f multifaceted young men who modify their 

behavior to the fit the milieus in which they find themselves.

The adolescent male participants made stereotypical declarations early in the 

process, while in single gender groups and in coeducational settings. The participants 

rebuffed emotions and concentrated their comments on masculine stereotypes. They 

readily offered to explain the distinction between literature that girls enjoy and literature 

that boys enjoy. Girls prefer literature that involves romance and that meets a need in 

them. Boys like control and desire to read action and adventure novels that have 

suspenseful plots. The participants even reasoned that literature preferences were the 

result o f the differences between the needs o f each gender; they bought into the idea that 

reading, like many other activities in our culture, is gendered. They believed that since 

boys and girls are different human beings, their reading preferences would differ. In the 

second round of interviews, they exposed a clearer view o f their positions; the 

participants began to reveal more o f their private reading worlds.

When I spoke with the participants individually and provided the occasion for 

them to speak privately, 1 learned that their actions and their comments revealed another 

dimension to their reading practices and identities. Underneath the veneer o f masculinity, 

the participants revealed their love o f reading more than action and adventure novels.
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The adolescent males continued to report their enjoyment of action and adventure novels 

and had no trouble identifying their favorite novels (See Table 4); however, they also 

derived pleasure from reading novels with prominent romantic plots. The participants 

even accepted female protagonists in novels such as Hunger Games and Divergent. The 

participants further exposed a fondness for reading about real life situations and shared 

texts that they enjoyed. Overall, the participants were consistent in being inconsistent 

about what they publically espoused as their reading preferences and what they privately 

confided. These young men have complex identities. The line between the literature that 

the participants embrace and the literature that the participants resist is not as well 

defined as I originally thought.

As the participants tossed Twilight back and forth across my classroom, they 

revealed their public personas and reinforced the practice o f hegemonic masculinity. 

Privately, the participants reflected the findings o f Moeller (2011); the gender differences 

in literature reading preferences are negligible. There are no boy books and girl books. 

There are students, male and female, who enjoy reading literature o f every genre.

Unveiling Literary Connections 

Just as my introductory dialogue with the adolescent male participants centered 

on their binary perceptions o f gender preferences, these informative exchanges also 

included the participants’ declarations regarding in school reading. The participants 

stated that they did not like teacher-selected novels; they were united in their position that 

school-required reading was an inconvenience that students must endure. They explained 

their aversion to the antiquated language of William Shakespeare, the confusing settings 

o f Ayn Rand, and the wordy discourse o f Charles Dickens. It was in the latter portion of



the group session that several o f the participants finally admitted that they had enjoyed at 

least one novel in school. A participant indicated that he liked one novel, and then three 

o f the other participants agreed that they, too, had liked the book.

The participants eventually opened up even more and shared their personal and 

sometimes emotional connections to literature; they explained how they could relate to 

fictional characters and the characters’ experiences. Harrison related how he admired the 

bravery o f Homer’s Achilles. Kevin appreciated the study o f military strategy by George 

Orwell’s Snowball. Further, the adolescent male participants discussed novels with 

protagonists that they venerated for character traits such as bravery and perseverance.

The participants began to share their reading histories in a candid and illuminating 

manner. I learned from these discussions that my adolescent male students might not 

readily expose their personal connections with school readings. Their preliminary 

responses might be guarded and might conform to stereotypical expectations.

In school, the participants want to have more control and options (Ives, 2012); 

they want ELA educators to consider their preferences. Every one o f the nine 

participants indicated that they read outside o f school because they have control. With 

free time and control, the participants read for pleasure and happily select novels that 

they feel will engage them. The participants disclosed enough o f their literacy 

perspectives for me to discover that they, just as Smith and Wilhelm (2002) noted about 

their participants, do read. Not only do they read, they enjoy reading. They read in 

school, and they read outside o f school. They read because their teachers require it, and 

they read because they appreciate the act. Guys read to feed the same desire that exists in
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their female counterparts; they read to validate their thoughts and experiences, and they 

read for pleasure.

Looking to the Future 

The adolescent male participants are thinking about their futures as they read 

literature and analyze the characters and the characters’ experiences. They described 

how they discriminate between positive and negative character traits. Cooper expressed 

respect for Divergent's  Tris because she was brave enough to jo in  a new community. 

Harrison lost respect for Homer’s Achilles because Achilles cared more for himself than 

for his fellow Greeks. James described his struggle with the process o f trying on new 

identities, how he might want to adopt a cool or brave characteristic but cannot seem to 

complete the transformation. The reading may or may not have mimicked events that 

previously happened in the lives o f the study participants; the events, nonetheless, 

allowed the participants to critique the behaviors o f the protagonists and allowed them to 

consider how they might want to respond ideally.

Becoming better communicators is a benefit that the participants believe they 

derive from reading literature. The participants acknowledge improving their writing 

skills by using the authors’ writing styles as models; they stated that they even paid 

attention to the grammar. They further indicated that they review the characters’ words 

to learn how to speak, not wanting to speak too quickly or without thinking. Harrison 

shared that he learned that he did not think enough before speaking. The participants 

plan to take these communication skills into their future lives.

As another look to the future, the participants examined how what they read and 

learn might affect their future careers. The participants revealed awareness that reading



117

literature increases their vocabulary, making them better writers and speakers. Each one 

o f the participants mentioned the need for effective communication in the careers that 

they might select. Kevin stated that he reads about the military because he wants to be an 

army officer; Feng reads technical articles from magazines because he wants to be a 

businessman. Two of the other participants are intrigued by the possibility o f practicing 

law and therefore enjoy reading John Grisham novels. Literature offers opportunities for 

the participants to envision their lives as adults.

What I Now Know: Implications for Practice 

When I began the present dissertation study, I referred to literacy as reading and 

reading-related tasks. I now believe that literacy is so much more than that narrow 

definition. Literacy includes the numerous and varied transactions that occur within the 

reader. The nine adolescent male participants shared how they employ literature to 

validate their experiences; they revealed how they utilize literature to build their present 

and future identities. The participants demonstrated the importance o f the connections 

that they make with literary texts. Secondary ELA educators will need to ensure that they 

incorporate the broader definition o f literacy as they create engaging academic tasks for 

their students.

Secondary ELA educators should acknowledge that their adolescent male students 

engage in the practice o f hegemonic masculinity, but this fact does not preclude 

adolescent male students from full participation in the secondary ELA classroom. My 

adolescent male students, in a show o f masculinity, tossed Twilight across the classroom; 

they then shared how vulnerable and alone they felt as the new kids in a school and when 

taking a trip to Europe without family members. Educators should acknowledge the
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presence o f this hegemonic masculine activity yet work to nurture and amplify 

connections that adolescent male students can find in literature o f all genres. These 

young men are figuring out who they are and will be in the future; altering their behavior 

to fit the situation is a manifestation o f their experimentation. Educators should be 

persistent and know that their male students are thoughtful and active readers (Smith & 

Wilhelm, 2002); thus, they should expect their male students to read and analyze 

literature at the same competency levels as their female counterparts.

Adolescent males enjoy reading literature that is foil o f action, adventure, and 

suspense. Through this stereotypically masculine literature, adolescent male students 

validate their experiences; they also assess character traits and modify their own identities 

accordingly. The ability to relate with the characters and the events seems to be a key 

attribute to connecting the adolescent male reader to literature; these young men prefer to 

find associations with the literature that they read. 1 believe that Reader Response theory 

(Rosenblatt, 1938) supports the idea that the literature selections are key if educators 

desire to promote meaningful exchanges between the reader and the text because the 

reading material plays a role in that intended connection. As such, secondary ELA 

educators should integrate literary texts that support the adolescent males' needs to try on 

new identities and to explore adult male roles and careers. While text selections cannot 

center solely on the needs o f adolescent male students, inclusion of action-packed 

literature will likely promote adolescent m ales’ engagement in literature-based tasks.

Along with selecting literature that supports the adolescent male need to consider 

adult male identities, secondary ELA educators may want to profile the reading of adult 

males in the greater school community: faculty, staff, parents, and community leaders.
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Rhythm and blues performer Usher recently contributed to a Scholastic initiative, sharing 

his love o f reading and showing how reading opens up possibilities in life (Scholastic, 

2015). Communities may not have access to celebrities, but they comprise adult male 

readers who can share their love o f reading with students. Adolescent male students 

would be able to see and understand that their adult counterparts are avid readers o f all 

genres o f literature. Furthermore, the students would have other models to assess. These 

real life people would join the fictional characters as both provide opportunities for male 

students to leam about the adult careers and be able to assess their character traits. This 

practice could be the method by which adolescent male students modify their behaviors 

and reading identities to include material that extends beyond the superficial perceptions 

o f boy books and girl books.

According to the nine participants, time is an important contributor to student 

engagement. To highlight the point, one o f the participants stated that he hated Greek 

mythology when we began the study. As we delved further into the narratives and he had 

time to process the information, he became a mythology fan who researched more about 

the subject on his own time. Secondary ELA educators should take note o f this student’s 

experience and give their students, male and female, time to process new information and 

create connections with literary texts. 1, as many o f my colleagues likely do, often feel 

that I must work my way through every element o f the Common Core State Standards, 

even if I am proceeding faster than I would like. Taking time to allow students o f both 

genders to identify and strengthen literary connections will likely support their 

engagement and retention o f the information they leam.
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The Common Core State Standards (CCSS) provide suggested texts for each 

grade level. This canonical list comprises fiction and nonfiction o f literary merit and 

should not be dismissed entirely; secondary ELA educators should keep both the CCSS 

and their students in mind as they make text selections. Adolescent students desire 

reading material to which they can relate; we should allow for that. Establishing one’s 

identity necessitates the analysis o f  adult role models. Since adolescent male students are 

using literature as a component in their identity development, secondary ELA educators 

would be remiss to overlook the role that literature plays in the process.

Suggestions for Future Research

In the present study, there were nine participants. The quantity was manageable, 

but the results may be limited by the size o f the group. A future study in this area might 

include more participants so that it covers a broader section o f the targeted population -  

adolescent males. The study might even compare the literacy perspectives o f adolescent 

male from different regions to see if community culture is a factor in their preferences.

The intentional selection o f reading material might be the focus o f another study. 

The present study participants shared what they have read and enjoyed; they also shared 

what they read and did not enjoy. Understanding how they might respond to certain 

literature, intentionally girly or masculine, would be informative and provide greater 

insight for educators as they make text selections.

Finally, performing the same study with adolescent females would also be 

interesting. Learning how adolescent females would respond to the same questions, 

whether they believe in boy books and girl books, would provide a comparison to the
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present study. Secondary ELA educators would have a more defined picture o f both 

genders and be able to plan instructional activities based on their new knowledge.

My Participants

Cooper, the varsity football player, recently visited me prior to the official start of 

the school day. As we chatted about his Scholastic Aptitude Test scores and his junior 

year courses, one o f my ELA colleagues walked into my classroom to ask a question. 

When she saw Cooper and me talking, she asked if this was one o f my “stinky boys.” 

While I understood the background o f her comment, freshman year -  last class period of 

the day -  after required physical education, I took offense to her statement. Cooper and 

the rest o f these young men are not stinky boys; they are insightful, reflective, and critical 

thinking young men who understand much more about literature and life than I suspected.

In the present study, I wanted to give a voice to the nine adolescent male 

participants; I wanted to let them know that I was concerned about their lackluster 

performance in English class and that 1 desired to hear and understand their perspectives 

on literacy. In them, I saw my son and my perception o f their mutual lack of love for 

literature. For each o f them, I wanted to ensure that their secondary ELA education was 

challenging but interesting and applicable to their lives, present and future.

Reflections

This dissertation study prompted me to reflect on my past classroom experiences 

and to view them through a fresh lens. As the female lead in the classroom, I probably 

relate to the experiences o f my female students. We may have comparable preferences in 

literature; I know that we shared novels with each other, whether reading to acquire 

academic knowledge or reading socially for entertainment. We likely found connections
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that were based on our similar wishes, aspirations, and needs for validation. Since my 

honors English classroom is predominantly female, I may have subconsciously selected 

novels with these young ladies in mind. My text selections may have been based on my 

experiences and on my limited awareness o f the alternate view, that o f the adolescent 

male student.

As a result o f my research, 1 am more keenly aware o f the fact that human beings 

are not the sum o f their stereotypes; we are complex individuals who encompass traits 

that can fall on either side o f the binary spectrum o f stereotypes. Correspondingly, I am 

hopeful that this study confirms the thoughts and experiences o f this group o f adolescent 

males, sanctioning their pleasure in reading literature o f  any genre or topic. I would also 

want my colleagues, those other primarily female secondary ELA educators, to recognize 

and accept the identity struggle that wages a daily war in our students. Our students are 

simply trying to figure out their role in this world. If we understand this notion and plan 

a variety o f literature activities to encourage and support their exploration, we have the 

potential to reach and engage more o f our students, instilling in each o f them a love o f the 

written word. 1 end with the following letter to my participants:

You, each of you, motivate me to he a better secondary ELA educator fo r  you and 

your adolescent male counterparts. I want you to reach your maximum potential and not 

ju s t skim the surface o f  your ability, so I desired to find  a way to fu lly  engage you in the 

literature-based discussions and perf ormance tasks in the secondary ELA classroom. I  

wanted to aid in the optimization of the many talents and attributes you bring to the ELA 

classroom. I believed that you had the potential to perform at the highest levels; I also 

questioned why there were so few adolescent males taking honors English courses. As I
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conclude my research, I  can tell you that our conversations, your comments and your  

insights, impressed me and validated my belief in you.

I now see you, the multifaceted magnificence o f  you, and 1 firm ly believe in the 

promise that you embody. You are scholars. You are thoughtful young men; you possess 

native intellect and the ability to analyze literature in a skillful manner. You recognize 

the various genres o f  literature and are capable o f  critiquing their benefits. You perceive 

characters in a way that is personal and that surpasses course expectations. Do not hide 

your abilities. Recognize that we are all complex beings. As young men, you embody a 

fu ll  range o f  qualities, none o f  them necessarily fem inine or masculine -  ju s t human. 

Accept each dimension o f  yourselves, and allow the adolescent males who will follow  

your path to know that reading is not ju s t fo r  females. You, too, can excel in this course 

and anywhere else you choose. Be the leaders who chart your own academic course. 

Allow my secondary ELA colleagues and others in your lives to see beyond your gender, 

to see the complexity o f  each o f  you. I  am proud o f  you, and I respect you, my academic 

sons.
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Grades 9-10 English Language Arts Common Core Georgia Performance Standards 
(CCGPS)

READING INFORMATIONAL (RI)

Key Ideas and Details
ELACC9-10RI1: Cite strong and thorough textual evidence to support analysis o f what 
the text says explicitly as well as inferences drawn from the text.
ELACC9-10RI2: Determine a central idea o f a text and analyze its development over the 
course o f the text, including how it emerges and is shaped and refined by specific details; 
provide an objective summary o f the text.
ELACC9-10RI3: Analyze how the author unfolds an analysis or series o f ideas or events, 
including the order in which the points are made, how they are introduced and developed, 
and the connections that are drawn between them.

Craft and Structure
ELACC9-10RI4: Determine the meaning o f words and phrases as they are used in a text, 
including figurative, connotative, and technical meanings; analyze the cumulative impact 
o f  specific word choices on meaning and tone (e.g., how the language of a court opinion 
differs from that o f a newspaper).
ELACC9-10RI5: Analyze in detail how an author’s ideas or claims are developed and 
refined by particular sentences, paragraphs, or larger portions o f a text (e.g., a section or 
chapter).
ELACC9-10RI6: Determine an author’s point o f view or purpose in a text and analyze 
how an author uses rhetoric to advance that point o f view or purpose.

Integration o f Knowledge and Ideas
ELACC9-10RI7: Analyze various accounts o f a subject told in different mediums (e.g., a 
person’s life story in print and multimedia), determining which details are emphasized in 
each account.
ELACC9-10RI8: Delineate and evaluate the argument and specific claims in a text, 
assessing whether the reasoning is valid and the evidence is relevant and sufficient; 
identify false statements and fallacious reasoning.
ELACC9-10R19: Analyze seminal U.S. documents o f historical and literary significance 
(e.g., W ashington’s Farewell Address, the Gettysburg Address, Roosevelt’s Four 
Freedoms speech, K ing’s “Letter from Birmingham Jail”), including how they address 
related themes and concepts.

Range o f Reading and Level o f Text Complexity
ELACC9-10RI10: By the end o f grade 9 , read and comprehend literary nonfiction in the 
grades 9-10 text complexity band proficiently, with scaffolding as needed at the high end 
o f the range. / By the end o f grade 10, read and comprehend literary nonfiction in the 
grades 9-10 text complexity band independently and proficiently.
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READING LITERARY (RL)

Key Ideas and Details
ELACC9-10RL1: Cite strong and thorough textual evidence to support analysis o f what 
the text says explicitly as well as inferences drawn from the text.
ELACC9-10RL2: Determine a theme or central idea o f text and analyze in detail its 
development over the course o f the text, including how it emerges and is shaped and 
refined by specific details; provide an objective summary o f the text.
ELACC9-10RL3: Analyze how complex characters (e.g., those with multiple or 
conflicting motivations) develop over the course o f  a text, interact with other characters, 
and advance the plot or develop the theme.

Craft and Structure
ELACC9-10RL4: Determine the meaning o f words and phrases as they are used in the 
text, including figurative and connotative meanings; analyze the cumulative impact o f 
specific word choices on meaning and tone (e.g., how the language evokes a sense of 
time and place; how it sets a formal or informal tone.)
ELACC9-10RL5: Analyze how an author’s choices concerning how to structure a text, 
order events within it, and manipulate time (e.g., pacing, flashbacks) create such effects 
as mystery, tension, or surprise.
ELACC9-10RL6: Analyze a particular point o f view or cultural experience reflected in a 
work o f literature from outside the United States, drawing on a wide reading o f world 
literature.

Integration o f Knowledge and Ideas
ELACC9-10RL7: Analyze the representation o f a subject or a key scene in two different 
artistic mediums, including what is emphasized or absent in each treatment. 
ELACC9-10RL9: Analyze how an author draws on and transforms source material in a 
specific work (e.g., how Shakespeare treats a theme or topic the Bible or how a later 
author draws on a play by Shakespeare).

Range o f Reading and Level o f Text Complexity
ELACC9-10RL10: By the end of grade 9, read and comprehend literature, including 
stories, dramas, and poems, in the grades 9-10 text complexity band proficiently, with 
scaffolding as needed at the high end o f the range. / By the end of grade 10, read and 
comprehend literature, including stories, dramas, and poems, in the grades 9-10 text 
complexity band proficiently, with scaffolding as needed at the high end o f the range.



APPENDIX B 

ROUND ONE INTERVIEW PROTOCOL

136



137

Round One Interviews

Dates: April 3, 2014 -  April 17, 2014

Interviewer: Anthonette B. Collie

Interviewees: 8 Study Participants (Anthony, Cooper, Feng, Harrison, James, Kenny, 

Kevin, and Sebastian)

Interview Protocol

1. What kinds o f things do you like to read?

2. What kinds o f things do you avoid reading?

3. Tell me what you enjoyed most about the 9th grade activities.

4. Tell me what you enjoyed least about the 9th grade activities.

5. How do you decide what to read?

6. Do you think that there are differences between the reading and writing that you do in

school and the reading and writing that you do out o f  school?

7. Do you have anything that you want to add to our conversation about literacy?
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TO: Dr. Sharon Murphy Augustine 

FROM: Anthonette B. Collie 

DATE: April 26, 2014

SUBJECT: Thoughts and Ideas about Round One Interviews

Recurring Ideas

■S love action and adventure, differing purposes, hate romance, enjoy surprise endings 

S  I have not used coding software. I read about Transana and NVivo and even watched 

YouTube videos on how they are used. I ’m just not sure how to proceed.

Interesting Statements (things that the participants stated that caught my attention)

Kenny: 10th grade is more writing, more research, which is not really my thing. I
like to just read and do questions and stuff.

Interviewer: And what's a girly book?
Kenny: It's like the um, it's like a vampire book, but it's, the front cover has like a

guy with no shirt on it.

Kenny: It's sort o f  like in school some people don't want to do it. But if  you do it
at school, it's easier to understand because you're actually learning it, and 
you're not just doing it and hoping it's okay.

Sebastian: Oh, yeah. Well, 1 guess kind of one of the main turnoffs for that is I
understand that it is kind o f different to m-, make everything you think out 
to be a coherent thought, but it, but sometimes I do find that if  I read 
something, and it’s not at least decently managed and their conventions, 
that it, it really does kind of, I just can't manage to read it. But other 
times, I do realize that people have really bright minds, and they are trying 
to convey something even though they can’t really elaborate as well as 
maybe they wish to or maybe just not the patience to go back and, 1 guess, 
reread it because I do have that problem too, rereading my things 
sometimes.
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Interviewer:

Anthony:
Interviewer:

Anthony:
Interviewer:
Anthony:

Cooper:

Interviewer:
Cooper:

Interviewer:

Cooper:

Interviewer:
Cooper:

Interviewer:
Kevin:

Interviewer:
Kevin:

Interviewer:
Kevin:
Interviewer:
Kevin:

Okay. One o f the things that I remember about you from last year is that, 
you said in class, that you didn’t want us to read Allegiant in class. 
Um-hmm. Yes.
Do you remember what you said? Because you didn’t want us to destroy 
it by reading it in school.
Yeah.
Explain to me what that meant to you.
Because, uh, in school. Um. Well, at home, we read it, and we imagine 
our own characters, our own individual, how they would sound and 
everything. And um, sometimes, whenever other people are reading it, it’s 
like, ugh! You didn’t put the emotion into that like I wanted, or something 
like that.

I like to read action books. I like John Grisham. I love readin' him when
we had that, uh, John Grisham
Um-hmm.
part we had last year. That was fun. Sports books. Anything with sports I 
like reading, and the Bible. I like readin' the Bible.
Um, how do you, how did you decide that you liked those things? Like 
what is it about those things makes you like them?
Well, I'm already interested in the sports. I played sports, so anything 
with sports I love reading.
Um-hmm.
And like anything with sports. It could be like cricket for all I know, and I 
enjoy it.

Um-hmm. How much do you read on your own?
1 actually, I kind of, I read a lot more than I used to. Like, I have been, I 
started this Tom Clancy book a couple weeks ago, and I am almost done 
with it now, so.
Oh wow, that’s great! W hat’s the title?
Uh, I think it’s Red October, The Hunt fo r  Red October." It’s like this 
big!
Aha (laughing) 1 know that book!
It’s huge!
And that kind o f stuff, too, goes along with your military aspirations.
Yup.
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Interviewer: Yeah, I could see that. Um, when you're reading action novels do you,
like anticipating the action?

James: Yes, I like anticipating, but with romance novels you, there is no
anticipating. You already know what’s going to happen.

Interviewer: Okay, do you have anybody who makes recommendations to you at all?
James: Um, my siblings make recommendations, my brother and my sister.
Interviewer: Okay, and do you have the same taste as them?
James: Ah, my brother yes, but not as my sister.
Interviewer: Why do you think that’s so?
James: Because my sister likes the gushy romance novels.

Interviewer:

Feng:
Interviewer:
Feng:

Interviewer:
Feng:
Interviewer:
Feng:

Okay. All right. Um, what kinds o f things do you avoid reading? Like, um, 
what kinds o f things will you never read unless a teacher tells you to read 
it?
Shakespeare.
(Laughter). Tell me why.
Because it’s boring, in the book is boring, and we already heard it so many 
times.
(Laughter).
Then I already know what's going on, on later, on the end.
Ah, so there's no surprise, no intrigue.
Yeah, after you read it, like the first two chapters, you already know 
what's going on in the back.

Possible Focus Group Questions

Right now, they might sound formal. I’m really just thinking about what 1 still want to 

know.

■S Most o f you mentioned enjoying action and adventure novels. Why do those novels 

appeal to you?

■S A Tale o f  Two Cities has action and adventure. How does that novel differ from what 

you would select for yourself?

C Many of you also mentioned the anticipation of surprise endings. Explain that to me. 

Do you lost interest after you have determined the ending?
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S  Other than the occasional contemporary novel, what do you like doing in English 

class?

S  Several o f you also talked about different purposes for reading, stating that there was 

one purpose for school and another for home? Do you think the purpose can be the 

same?

■S If  you could convince me to teach one book to either 9th or 10th graders, what would 

that book be and why?

S  Understanding that I want to make a positive difference in the academic lives o f my 

male students, what suggestions would you make to me?
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James Anthony Feng Sebastian

• engagement • engagement • anticipation • thinking

• girl books • emotion • mythology • engagement

• intellectual • teacher pleaser • business/science/ • alternate world

• school vs. home • girl book technology • reader response

• standards • formal writing • thinking! • thinking

• self-selected • control • no girls • curriculum for all

• abandon books • don’t like school 

reading

• abandon books

• control/choosing

Harrison Cooper Kevin Kenny

• engagement • sports • engagement • engagement

• character values • law • thinking • different (not

• social interaction • identification • anticipation possible)

• pride • relaxed at home • standards • New Critics

• choice vs. control • control vs. choice • hard work

• girly books

• control
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Focus Group Session

Date: May 2, 2014

Time: 7:30 am -  8:00 am

Interviewer: Anthonette B. Collie

Interviewees: 5 Study Participants (Anthony, Harrison, James, Kenny, and Kevin)

Interview Protocol

1. Most o f you mentioned enjoying action and adventure novels. Why do those novels 

appeal to you?

2. A Tale o f  Two Cities has action and adventure. How does that novel differ from what 

you would select for yourself?

3. Write the titles o f 3 o f  the best action and/or adventure novels that you’ve read.

4. Write the titles o f 3 other novels that you have enjoyed reading.

5. Many o f you also mentioned the anticipation o f surprise endings. Explain that to me. 

Do you lost interest after you have determined the ending?

6. Other than the occasional contemporary novel, what do you like doing in English 

class?

7. Several o f you also talked about different purposes for reading, stating that there was 

one purpose for school and another for home. Do you think the purpose for school 

and the purpose for home can be the same?

8. If you could convince me to teach one book to either 9th or 10,h graders, what would 

that book be and why?
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9. The American Psychological Association released a report on the scholastic 

achievement o f  boys and girls on April 18, 2014. Who do think the researchers said 

performed better? Why did you choose boys/girls?

10. Understanding that I want to make a positive difference in the academic lives o f my 

adolescent male students, what suggestions would you make to me?
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Round Two Interviews

Dates: May 12, 2014 -  May 16, 2014

Interviewer: Anthonette B. Collie

Interviewees: 8 Study Participants (Anthony, Cooper, Feng, Harrison, James, Kenny, 

Kevin, and Sebastian)

Interview Protocol

1. During the first round o f interviews, some o f you talked about literature and life. For 

me, reading literature has always been an active process. I imagine the characters’ 

faces and voices. I try to relate to their experiences. (Explain and read the vignette.)

I  read the firs t installment, I  Know Why the Caged B ird  Sings, o f  Maya 

Angelou’s six autobiographical novels as a teenager. This heartbreaking yet 

triumphant text revolves around an eight-year-old protagonist who becomes mute 

follow ing a sexual assault. Our tragedies differed, my dad disappeared in a boating 

accident, but I  lived vicariously through Marguerite and experienced a profound  

connection to the written word, a connection that fue led  my passion for reading and 

that led me to teaching. Literature taught me and continues to teach people how to 

deal with life ’s circumstances, how to live. As authors introduce their characters and 

their characters ’ conflicts, the reader emotionally engages and creates new meaning. 

Tell me about a time when you related literary characters and/or events to your life.

2. Think back over the literature that you have read. Tell me about two characters with 

whom you identify -  one character that you would write about in class and one that 

you might prefer to keep to yourself.
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3. Scout in To Kill a Mockingbird and Katniss in the Hunger Games trilogy have 

strength that is admirable. I have personally gained inspiration from numerous 

literary characters. Have you ever modified or wanted to modify your behavior based 

on the actions o f a fictional character? Explain.

4. Do you prefer to have personal, meaningful experiences with literature, or are you 

more concerned with finding the information you need to complete a task? Explain.

5. Sometimes when I open a book that I am required to read for Mercer, I am not certain 

that I will enjoy the book. However, I have been pleasantly surprised by how much I 

actually enjoy the material. One example was Leading Minds by Howard Gardner. 

(Explain the book to the participant.) Has that ever happened to you? Explain.

6. Do you think that most adolescent males have similar preferences when it comes to 

reading?

7. How do you think that adolescent males and females differ when it comes to reading?

8. Do you believe that literacy -  reading and writing -  is essential to your success in 

life? Explain.

9. This is the last opportunity that I will have to interview you about literacy. What else 

would you like to tell me?
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Parker’s Telephone Interview Protocol

Date: June 27, 2014

1. What kinds o f books do you like to read?

2. What kinds o f books do you avoid reading?

3. How do you decide what you're going to read?

4. What do you enjoy most about English classes?

5. What do you enjoy least about English class?

6. Does the time period have anything to do with it?

7. Do you think that there are differences between what we read and write in school and 

what you personally choose to read and write outside o f  school? Do you think it can 

ever be the same?

8. What do you think about the writing that you did with your screenplay? What did 

you think about that as it relates to being a school activity, an academic activity?

9. When I asked what kinds o f books the other participants liked to read, all o f them 

except for one said action and adventure, that they wanted books where they could 

anticipate what was going to happen. There was a level o f suspense that was going 

on. What do you think about that?

10. It's funny that you mention romance because, while they commonly told me that they 

enjoyed action and adventure, they also commonly told me that they hated romance. 

Do you buy it?

1 1. We had some killing going on, we had a little war going on, but a lot o f people didn’t 

really get into the book. Why do you think that was so?
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12. If you had to pick your top three favorite books of all time, books that you really 

enjoyed, what would they be?

13. You know I've already started writing this dissertation. I had to write the first three 

chapters before I could even do the interviews. In my first chapter, I wrote about the 

connections that I have made with literature and how they’ve helped me to see that 

connection, and so I want to read to you this little excerpt o f  what 1 wrote at the 

beginning o f my first chapter, that explains the whole idea, and then I'm going to ask 

you a follow-up question.

I  read the fir s t installment, I  Know Why the Caged Bird Sings, o f  Maya Angelou's six 

autobiographical novels as a teenager. This heartbreaking ye t triumphant text 

revolves around and eight-year-old protagonist who becomes mute following a sexual 

assault. Our tragedies differed. My dad died in a boating accident, but 1 live 

vicariously through Marguerite and experienced a profound connection to the written 

word, a connection that fu e led  my passion fo r  reading and that fed me to teaching. 

Literature taught me, and continues to teach people, how to deal with life's 

circumstances, how to live. As authors introduce their characters and their 

characters' conflicts, the reader emotionally engages and creates new  meaning.

Tell me about a time when you related literary characters and/or events to your life?

14. Tell me about two characters that you have related to from things that you've read. It 

could be short stories or novels or whatever. One would be a character that you 

would readily identify with and be willing to share in class. The other one is one that 

you might be hesitant to share with everyone, but it's still true nonetheless."
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15. You know how brave she is and how just goes up to the guys at the jail and she starts 

talking with Mr. Cunningham about his entailments. She just forgets the fact that 

they are all holding guns and wanting to kill Tom Robinson; or how Katniss in 

Hunger Games has that strength to persevere despite everything around her because 

she knows that she has to take care o f  her sister when her mom has checked out. Do 

you ever find that there is a trait that you might want to emulate in some way?

16. Have you ever started ... earlier you said that, when you're selecting a book, you have 

to read a little bit o f it in order to make sure that you want to read it. Have you ever 

started reading a book, especially in school when they're required, and you’re like, 

"Oh, my gosh. I am going to so hate this book," and you continue reading and you 

find that you really enjoyed it? Have you ever

17. Do you believe that there is a difference in what adolescent males and adolescent 

females choose to read?

18. Do you think that you are true to yourself when it comes to reading choices?

19. What's the last book that you read?

20. Can you explain how important you think reading and writing is to your success in 

life?

21. Recently, I read this article that was put out by the American Psychological 

Association; it was a report on the scholastic achievement o f boys and girls. It was 

actually done, 1 think, towards the end of April this year, three months ago. The 

report indicated that one o f the groups performed better academically than the other. 

Which one do you believe it said?
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22. Understanding that I want to make a positive difference in the academic lives of 

adolescent male students, but all students, what

23. Anything else that you'd want to add that you thought o f as I asked a question or 

anything that you had in your mind that this would be about?
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Personal Connection to Literature

I read the first installment, I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings, o f Maya 

Angelou’s six autobiographical novels as a teenager. This heartbreaking yet triumphant 

text revolves around an eight-year-old protagonist who becomes mute following a sexual 

assault. Our tragedies differed, my dad disappeared in a boating accident, but I lived 

vicariously through Marguerite and experienced a profound connection to the written 

word, a connection that fueled my passion for reading and that led me to teaching. 

Literature taught me and continues to teach people how to deal with life’s circumstances, 

how to live. As authors introduce their characters and their characters’ conflicts, the 

reader emotionally engages and creates new meaning. This complex cognition pervades 

every aspect o f life. Alternatively, detached readers resist the infusion o f themselves into 

their reading and writing, missing the rich opportunity to journey beyond themselves and 

reducing the reading of literature to a mere gathering o f words on a page.
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