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                                                                                                THE SOCIAL
 SIDE OF ENGAGED

 READING
 FOR YOUNG 
ADOLESCENTS 

           Gay     Ivey       

       Me and my group of friends, we ’ ll be, like, sitting in 
McDonald ’ s, for instance, and we ’ re just teenagers talk-
ing about normal stuff, and all of the sudden we ’ ll just 
be talking about what happened at school, something 
interesting that you read or something like that.     

 E
ighth grader Johnny seemed to be still trying 

to grasp this realization as the words came 

out of his mouth. Could it really be the case 

that school reading had found its way into 

his real life, had insinuated itself in conversation with 

his buddies? 

 Johnny was not alone. Recently, Peter Johnston 

and I (Ivey & Johnston,  2013 ) conducted a study that 

included Johnny and 70 of his classmates. We were 

interested in what they had to say about their reading 

experiences because their teachers had made a deci-

sion that would be considered radical in some circles: 

They shifted to students all decisions about what to 

read (or not to read) and what to do (if anything) with 

their reading. They filled their classrooms with books 

they thought students would find hard to resist, and 

they fully abandoned the idea of having all students 

read the same book. They did not require students to 

create projects on the books they read, answer ques-

tions to prove their comprehension, or even write 

about their books in response journals. They did not 

present short lessons on cognitive reading strategies 

and then direct students to practice using the strat-

egies in the books they selected. They did not set 

goals, or have students set goals, for how many books 

they might read over the course of the year. 

  Gay Ivey is a professor and the Tashia F. Morgridge Chair in Reading at the 
University of Wisconsin, Madison, Wisconsin, USA; e- mail  mgivey@wisc.edu .            
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 By the end of the year, students 

were reading like never before, quite 

literally. Many students told us that 

they had never read a book in its 

entirety before eighth grade, or that 

they could not remember reading 

a book since second or third grade. 

They were reading in language arts 

class every day in the time their 

teachers had set aside, but reading 

did not stop there. They read in other 

classes, between classes, at lunch, 

on the bus, into the wee hours of the 

morning, and on weekends. One stu-

dent who had grown accustomed 

to having 20 minutes of reading 

assigned as homework in previous 

years described the shift this way: 

“I [now] set my timer for 20 minutes 

and when it goes off, I just keep read-

ing for about an hour after that.” Even 

students like this one, who had been 

compliant in the past, experienced a 

new kind of reading.  

 The new reading experience for 

these students is what researchers con-

sider engagement in reading (Guthrie, 

Wigfield, & You,  2012 ). When read-

ers are engaged, they are not just going 

through the motions. Rather, they are 

“motivated to read, strategic in their 

approaches to comprehending what they 

read, knowledgeable in their construc-

tion of meaning from text, and socially 

interactive while reading” ( Guthrie 

et al., 2012 , p. 602). 

 It is this last part, the social dimen-

sion, that we found in our own work 

to be more substantial than previ-

ous research has led us to believe, 

particularly for young adolescent readers 

like Johnny and his classmates. Reading 

for these students was far from a solo 

act. They talked in and out of school, 

to friends, peers outside of their social 

groups, teachers, and family members. 

They talked during “silent” reading 

times, at lunch, in math class, on the 

bus, and via text message and Facebook. 

In fact, they talked so much that stu-

dents began to consider it normal, 

everyday conversation.  

 Research would suggest that all of 

this engaged reading would be linked 

to higher reading achievement and 

competence (Guthrie & Wigfield, 

 2000 ; Organisation for Economic 

Cooperation and Development, 

 2010 ), and that was certainly the case 

among these students. More promi-

nently reported by students, though, 

was a surprising set of consequences 

of all this engagement rarely linked to 

 reading in school instructional pro-

grams. In addition to describing the 

ways in which they became more 

strategic in their reading, students 

attributed social, emotional, moral, 

and intellectual development to their 

reading. 

 They reported shifts in their aca-

demic and social identities, becoming 

what they had not previously imagined. 

For instance, a student explained, “I feel 

like I used to be a very social person, 

and I ’ m not a very academic person, 

but I can actually, like, have conversa-

tions about books now, which is kind of 

weird for me” (Ivey & Johnston,  2013 , 

p. 262). In short, whereas the goals of 

engaged reading, from an instructional 

 perspective, are typically about getting 

better at reading, students who were 

engaged as readers viewed reading as 

fundamentally about working on rela-

tionships, both with others and with 

themselves. 

 We were certainly not the first to 

notice this phenomenon. Rosenblatt 

( 1983 ) suggested a transactional view 

of the reading process where the con-

struction of meaning from text and the 

social nature of reading are intimately 

connected. Judith Lysaker and her 

colleagues (Lysaker & Miller,  2012 ; 

Lysaker, Tonge, Gauson, & Miller, 

 2011 ) have studied how reading can 

be a site for relational development 

even for very young children. What 

we were struck by, however, was how 

the context these students experienced 

seemed to promote this kind of learn-

ing,  particularly since the students 

themselves were responsible for what 

they read and what they did with their 

reading. 

 In the remainder of this arti-

cle, I will describe some of the social 

 “Students who were engaged as  readers 

viewed reading as fundamentally about 

 working on  relationships, both with 

 others and with  themselves.” 

 “Many students told us that they had 

 never read a book in its entirety 

before eighth grade…” 
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dimensions of engaged reading expe-

rienced by middle school students in 

the engagement- focused classrooms I 

have been privileged to study for the 

past few years. I will explain why it 

 matters, and I will suggest what teach-

ers interested in arranging for this type 

of  development might do to help make 

it happen.  

  What Is Social About 
Engaged Reading? 
 The idea of social activity connected 

to reading conjures images of students 

working together to make sense of text. 

But engaged readers are also social in 

ways that cannot be observed because 

it is happening in their minds. That is, 

it occurs between readers and the text 

(Rosenblatt,  1983 ); as Jeanie explained, 

“You could really picture yourself in 

that scene, like, you feel like you ’ re with 

them, and you wish you could be there to 

help them.” Readers simulate the social 

experience by taking up perspectives 

of characters in the story and dealing 

with the conflicts they encounter (Ivey 

& Johnston,  2013 ; Mar & Oatley,  2008 ). 

Enrique ’ s comments, for instance, offered 

these words of caution as he looked 

through the eyes of a female character of 

 Living Dead Girl  (Scott,  2008 ), who had 

been abducted by a strange man:

  You ’ ve got to watch your back. You might 
think he ’ s nice, but you don ’ t know spe-
cifically who he is. Unless you ’ ve known 
him all your life and he ’ s never showed 
you grief or greed or nothing, then 
you ’ ve got to watch your back.    

 Engagement triggers feelings with 

and for characters (Ivey & Johnston, 

 2013 ; Busselle & Bilandzic,  2009 ). Ted 

explained to us what that was like 

when he read  Why I Fight  (Oaks,  2009 ): 

“This boy burns his house down, and I 

was thinking how bad that would feel 

to burn your house down by accident 

and then to get blamed for it” (Ivey & 

Johnston,  2013 , p. 263). 

 Engaged readers, though, hold in 

their minds multiple viewpoints at once. 

Toby offered a great example of this. 

He explained that when he read  Gym 

Candy  (Deuker,  2007 ), he found  himself 

mainly inside the head of the main 

 character, who was taking steroids (“like, 

at random times, he ’ ll fall into a deep, 

dark  depression”), but he also theorized 

about the thoughts of other characters: 

“I had the [athletic director] in the back 

of my mind, just watching the game, just 

finding more reasons to think he was on 

steroids.” 

 When Toby and his classmate 

Gunnar chatted about  Gym Candy , they 

entertained a range of perspectives from 

inside and outside of the text:

     Toby      When he was really young…

his dad would tell him there ’ s 

no crying in football. Well, at 

the end of the book, his mom ’ s 

sitting there crying next to 

him, ‘cause he had just woken 

up from a coma from shooting 

himself…and he starts tearing 

up, and he thinks to himself, 

“There ’ s no crying in football.” 

And he just stops. His eyes 

don ’ t water up or anything…. 

It kind of made me think 

that he thinks that football is 

his life. There ’ s no crying in 

 football, so there ’ s no crying 

in life.  

  Gunnar      It ’ s kind of like some people 

need to cry…to let it out. 

He ’ ll never be able to 

 experience that if he just goes 

by his dad ’ s motto all the 

time. Like, we have a couple 

of guys at school here, like, we 

have this one running back 

and he runs track and all that 

kind of stuff. Like, in  football 

season, football is his life and, 

like, he ’ s always on football. 

But, like, off-season, he plays 

sports, but it ’ s not like it ’ s his 

life.  

  Toby      But he ’ s the kind of guy you 

could tell if he was on 

steroids. He ’ s got that, like, 

 personality that nobody else 

can have. He ’ s got the 

respect for adults and his 

teammates, and he has a lot 

of friends.      

 In this example, Toby and Gunnar 

first problematize the issue by invok-

ing the perspectives of each other; then 

they bring into play real people from 

their lives, and there are no clear bound-

aries between fictional and actual social 

worlds. 

 Although students in the classes we 

studied were not required to read the 

same book, they often recruited peers 

to read a book they want to continue 

thinking about, and students agreed to 

read the same book so they could talk 

about it. Clark described a common 

scene: “We ’ re sitting at lunch, and we ’ re 

talking about things that happen, and 

we relate it to things that happen in 

one of the books. And we usually rec-

ommend books to each other. So, we 

all end up reading the same books by 

the end.” These arrangements were 

not limited to peers, but also included 

teachers and family members. The 

eighth graders reported that family 

members noticed how much they had 

started to read, prompting them to 

 “Engaged  readers 

are also social in 

ways that cannot 

be  observed…” 
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insist that people at home read some of 

the same texts in order to have conver-

sations about them. 

 The dialogic engagements, both 

inside and outside of texts, do not 

demand the physical presence of the 

book, so thinking and conversation 

occur not just during the reading, but 

long after students have closed the book. 

Specific lines from books and quotes 

from characters (and peers) remem-

bered weeks and months later signify 

particular perspectives that resonate 

with students or that have created points 

of uncertainty for them. Quotes, other 

people (real and fictional), and conver-

sations become tools for thinking about 

self and others in constantly shifting 

ways. Students continue the engage-

ment socially because they do not want 

their thinking to end. In fact, they want 

to further complicate it. An important 

contrast would be reading just to be 

able to answer questions or to demon-

strate comprehension, whereby thinking 

is relatively monolithic and ends when 

requirements associated with reading 

are completed.   

  Why Care About the Social 
Side of Reading? 
 There are indeed practical reasons 

why socially engaged reading matters. 

For one, it helps to distribute teach-

ing. Because there is collective expertise 

around books and reading, students 

come to view each other as resources. 

For instance, Latoya, Renee, and Sheila 

routinely sat together on the floor 

and could be observed reading differ-

ent books silently, but also interrupting 

each other occasionally for help. Renee 

described her response to Sheila ’ s ques-

tions this way: “I ’ ll see the stuff that 

she didn ’ t understand, so I might tell 

her what she doesn ’ t understand in the 

book.” 

 Consider Charlotte ’ s impromptu 

explanation to her peers of how she 

made sense of a difficult book she had 

just finished:

  I go through the book and see what ’ s 
in it, to see if it has parts or weird titles 
of chapters. And I looked through this 
book, and it has, like, six parts, and the 
titles of the chapters are lyrics from 
songs. I do that with most of my books. I 
write the parts down on a piece of paper 
and use it as I read.   

 This offering prompted one student 

after another to tell the strategies they 

had used in their books: 

      ■   I make [books] about my friends 

and my family. I put them as the 

characters. 

    ■   In  Identical,  I wrote the names of 

the two characters, Raeanne and 

Kayleigh, on Post-It notes and 

moved them around in the book so 

I could keep them straight. 

    ■   Or, like, booktalking with people 

who have already read it. Making 

connections with people who know 

the book, like me and Zoe do.   

 Students not only listen and take up 

their peers’ strategies as possibilities 

they had not yet imagined, but they also 

offer advice on getting through par-

ticular parts of books they have read. 

“Push through and it will get better” 

was an effective strategy we often heard 

eighth- grade readers telling each other 

but that would seldom be invoked in 

lessons on comprehension. Experience 

and trust in the context of a relational 

network made this strategy useful in 

ways that would not have been so in 

the reading of a required text or in cases 

where reading is considered an 

individual act. 

 But there is a different set of rea-

sons why socially engaged reading 

matters. Students report that the talk 

itself changes their relationships with 

each other. Sasha put it this way: “Like 

you ’ re compatible with these people. 

Like, I never thought I ’ d be compati-

ble with that person…they just change 

my mind a little bit, and they see what 

I think about.” Because the compulsion 

to talk about books is often so great, 

students will talk to peers outside of 

their own social groups. Lucy observed 

at the end of eighth grade, “People 

are less in cliques and groups than 

we were last year. So, I think that ’ s a 

step closer to actually being united.” 

Students even reported making new 

friends over books. What is more, they 

begin to see themselves collectively as 

“smarter.”  

 There is a hugely significant conse-

quence, though, that likely starts with 

the dialogical engagement within books 

as discussed earlier. When a reader can 

entertain the perspectives of several 

characters at once, it enables him or her 

to be able to predict the implications of 

one character ’ s actions on the thoughts 

and feelings of the other. Amazingly 

enough, this can carry over into actual 

worlds, with students taking seriously 

 “Students  continue 

the engagement 

 socially because they 

do not want their 

 thinking to end.” 

 “Students report that 

the talk itself changes 

their relationships 

with each other.” 
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the potential repercussions of their own 

actions on others. Sami makes this clear 

as she reflects on  Thirteen Reasons Why  
(Asher,  2007 ):

  I realized the way I treated people might 
cause more than I was realizing. Like, if 
I said a name and I thought it was funny, 
they might take it the wrong way and end 
up doing things because of me. Because 
the book was about this girl, Hannah, 
and all these 13 people were the reasons 
why she killed herself. And all of them 
had reasons that they didn ’ t think were 
that big, but they were, like, humong
ous reasons why she did it. And I didn ’ t 
realize that until I kept going through 
the book, and I thought, these might be 
stupid reasons, but they were reasons 
that meant a lot to her.   

 Likewise, Paul disclosed after read-

ing  Leverage  (Cohen,  2011 ), “I think 

I could have been nicer to people.” 

Engaged middle school readers take up 

the moral and ethical dispositions devel-

oped in narrative worlds and apply them 

to their actual social worlds, and this 

is consistent with research on engaged 

reading of narratives among adults 

(Bal, Butterman, & Bakker,  2011 ; Bal & 

Veltkamp,  2013 ; Mar, Oatley, Hirsch, 

dela Paz, & Peterson,  2006 ). Student 

descriptions of their reading sug-

gested the reduction of stereotypes and 

prejudice. 

 Remarkably, the goals of so- called 

anti- bullying programs are often 

realized in engaged reading and con-

versation. Students like Lindsay came 

to believe they could make a moral 

difference:

  I read a couple of books where people 
get bullied, and it changes my mind, 
‘cause in a couple of books I read, people 
commit suicide for it. And in  Hate List  
[by Jennifer Brown], that book is really 
good, and it changes my mind about how 
people feel about things. And even, like, 
a little comment can change someone ’ s 
life. And, like, the other day, I saw people 
on Facebook picking on this one girl, like, 
saying nobody liked her because she was 

ugly and had no friends. And I kind of 
put a stop to it. I told them it was wrong 
and that people commit suicide for it all 
the time. So, it changed my way of seeing 
things. Normally I wouldn ’ t have said 
anything to stop. But now, if I see any-
thing, I stop it.  (Ivey & Johnston,  2013 , 
p. 263)     

 Related is that seeing others differ-

ently demands new ways of thinking 

about yourself. Being a part of a vigorous 

relational network of engaged reading, 

conversation, and exposure to multi-

ple perspectives (both fictional and real) 

inspires students to rework their own life 

narratives. Students believe that others 

can change for the better, and in turn, 

that they can change themselves. Layla 

described the phenomenon this way:

  I used to be—I was a person who was, 
like, very guarded, and if you didn ’ t like 
me, then that ’ s your problem, and I ’ m 
who I am. So if you have a problem with 
me, get over it. And then, like, reading…
it made me sit back and question it. So 
it ’ s been like, I ’ ve been a nicer person, but 
I ’ m more energetic.    

  Turning Up the Social Side 
of Reading 
 So far, I have said little about where 

teachers are in all of this socializing. 

Make no mistake, though, a teacher ’ s 

role in leveraging social activity around 

reading is essential. I mentioned previ-

ously that the eighth- grade teachers with 

whom I worked made a primary deci-

sion that in order to arrange for students 

to be engaged, they needed to support 

students’ autonomy by presenting com-

pelling options for reading and then 

allowing students to make their own 

choices. Relatedly, there was no mini-

mum requirement for reading and no 

related assignments. Elsewhere, I have 

described how teachers might think 

about the reading materials young ado-

lescents find relevant to them (Ivey, 

 2011 ). I want to emphasize that with-

out serious support of students’ sense of 

autonomy and relevance in their reading, 

deep engagement is not likely (Guthrie, 

Wigfield, & Klauda,  2012 ), particularly for 

students who are often marginalized in 

conventional classroom practices. 

 Beyond that, some intentional every-

day practices are in order. First, make 

it a habit to invite dialogical engage-

ments with texts. When teacher Ellen 

talks about characters to her students, 

for instance, she might say “I got so 

frustrated with [this character]” or “I 

am feeling [this character ’ s] disappoint-

ment” or “I suspect [this character] 

is thinking….” In short, draw stu-

dents’ attention to the mental activity of 

characters. 

 Second, expect that students will 

want to talk, allow it to happen even 

during “silent” reading, and arrange 

for it to happen regularly with the 

whole class, prioritizing what students 

bring to the conversation from their 

own reading. Ellen routinely asks, “Is 

anyone just itching to say something 

about their book?” Students realize that 

a provocative quote or an unsettling 

detail will draw collective focus to their 

book. Joey, for instance, capitalized on 

such an opportunity by sharing that the 

main character of a book he had just 

 “Expect that students will want 

to talk,  allow it to happen even 

during ‘silent’ reading.” 
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started was intent on breaking every 

bone in his body ( Break , Moskowitz, 

 2009 ), prompting his classmates to 

hypothesize about what would make a 

person engage in such self- destructive 

activity. This conversation was brought 

to bear in subsequent conversations 

across the year involving other books 

with shared qualities but that other 

 students read. Conversation, then, is 

not an isolated event; it is instead con-

tinuous and constantly developing 

as new perspectives are added. Ellen 

made it a point to help make these con-

nections (e.g., “Remember last month 

what Joey told us about the character in 

 Break ?”). 

 Third, deliberately turn students 

toward each other. When a student fin-

ishes reading a particular book, Ellen 

typically asks, “Who else might like that 

book?” and then suggests, “Go over and 

talk to him about that,” regardless of 

how well the students know each other 

or how much they ordinarily talk to each 

other. Ellen ’ s colleague Julia makes it a 

point to invite other students to listen 

in when she confers with students over 

their reading. Unfailingly, the “observ-

ers” will be drawn into the conversation, 

which can continue even in the absence 

of the teacher. Relatedly, invite students 

to describe to the whole class the details 

of conversations that sprang up in small 

groups, thereby expanding the conver-

sation to include an even greater range 

of minds. 

 Turning up the social side of read-

ing does not force us to ignore the 

dimensions of literacy develop-

ment that many of us have grown 

accustomed to thinking about and 

planning for—that is, for students to 

become strategic readers in increas-

ingly complex texts. The middle school 

readers we studied were remark-

ably strategic, but that happened 

in the context of engagement. For 

instance, students reported reread-

ing books in their entirety when they 

reached the end a bit confused but 

bound and determined to under-

stand. They selected books beyond 

their personal comfort zones and then 

stretched themselves to make sense of 

them, often inventing their own strat-

egies. Because students employed 

(and created) sophisticated strategies 

with great regularity and were quite 

resourceful when they required assis-

tance, their teachers determined that 

there was a lesser need to teach strat-

egies explicitly and to assign practice 

of strategies in less authentic contexts. 

This reduction in strategy instruction, 

then, made it possible for students to 

devote more than a third of their 90- 

minute language arts block to their 

own reading and conversation.  

 In the remainder of class time, 

which included a daily teacher read- 

aloud and writing workshop time, 

teachers invited students’ experiences 

from their own reading into further 

conversations about strategic read-

ing, literacy concepts, and the craft of 

writing. For instance, in a read- aloud 

when Ellen asked the class, “Do you 

think [the character] can be more than 

a static character?” she emphasized 

and named a term related to a charac-

ter development concept, but she also 

invited a conversation about the pos-

sible decisions a character (or a real 

person) might make. Students spon-

taneously contributed instances of 

change, possible change, or lack of 

change in characters from other books. 

Class conversations about writing are 

also enhanced by students’ collective 

knowledge about books. In a discus-

sion of a “show, don ’ t tell” approach to 

descriptive writing, for instance, Ellen 

invited particular students to share 

from their books helpful excerpts in 

which the author had created com-

pelling images. These contributions 

to whole- class thinking are possible 

because students have read so widely, 

because there is substantial talk about 

their reading (among students and 

between teachers and students), and 

because members of the classroom 

community know a great deal about 

what others have read.  

  A Social Cost of Not 
Attending to the Social Side 
of Reading? 
 The young adolescent readers that we 

studied, supported by their teachers, 

made reading a deeply relational, intel-

lectual, and moral enterprise. They did 

so without sacrificing achievement on 

the narrow set of academic outcomes 

shaped by high- stakes tests (Ivey & 

Johnston,  2013 ). Engaged readers in a 

relationally vibrant learning commu-

nity remind us that reading cannot 

be reduced to a mere technical skill 

(Fecho,  2013 ). When we attend to the 

social side of reading, students become 

more comfortable with others and with 

themselves. We might ask, why is this 

dimension of literacy learning—the 

development of the whole person in 

relationship with others—not a  central 

focus of our professional growth as 

 literacy educators and a deliberate goal 

of literacy programs?  

 “Conversation, then, is not an isolated event; it 

is instead continuous and constantly developing 

as new perspectives are added.” 
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